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The purpose of this qualitative case study was to understand teachers’ perceptions
of dropout prevention strategies used in one alternative school and describe how the
teachers perceived the dropout prevention strategies used to decrease the dropout rates
and increase the graduation rates of alternative school students. The study examined the
primary research question: How are dropout prevention strategies used in this alternative
school? The National Dropout Prevention Strategies for Alternative Schools were used to
frame this research. The strategies were grouped in three areas: building student skills,
promoting teacher quality, and promoting a positive school culture and climate.
The relevant data regarding the case of this alternative school were collected
using an alternative school teacher interview protocol, demographic survey, and the
researcher’s field notes. Support data included existing state, district, and school data
files.
The results of the research study showed that teachers’ perspectives of the
National Dropout Prevention Center’s (NDPC’s) most effective strategies for alternative

school to decrease dropout and increase graduation rates were present in varying degrees
of implementation. The teachers’ responses indicated the strongest area of
implementation was in positive school culture and climate. Teachers’ responses also
indicated that specialized staff development was limited.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

The Mississippi Department of Education’s (MDE) Dropout Prevention Plan
2007–2019 is currently being implemented across the state. The three overarching goals
of the plan are to increase the state’s graduation rate to 85% by 2018–2019, reduce the
state’s dropout rate by 50% by 2012–2013, and reduce the state’s truancy rate by 50% by
2012–2013. In Mississippi the 2011 dropout rate was estimated at 16.7% for the 20072008 cohorts and the estimated 4-year graduation rate was calculated to be 73.7% (MDE,
2012). The school district studied dropout rate was estimated at 13.9% in 2011. The
alternative school program is one of the major initiatives in the state dropout plan. Input
for the plan was gathered through regular taskforce committee meetings; research and
analysis of current data associated with dropout, suspensions, and expulsion rates; and
various subcommittees’ related work. These stakeholders are interested not only in
measuring schools’ dropout rates but also in identifying effective strategies for reducing
them. Dropout reduction in Mississippi can only be effectively accomplished when all
voices are heard (MDE, 2007).
The Mississippi Alternative Education Program, as described in Section 37-13-92
of the Mississippi Code, requires local school districts to establish, maintain, and operate
in connection with the regular programs of said school district an alternative school
1

program or behavior modification program as described by the MDE for, but not limited
to, the following compulsory school-aged students:


Any compulsory school-aged child who has been suspended for more than 10
days or expelled from school, except for any student expelled for possession
of a weapon or other types of felonious conduct



Any compulsory school-aged child referred to such alternative school based
upon documented need for placement in the alternative school by the parent,
legal guardian, or custodian of such child due to disciplinary problems



Any compulsory school-aged child referred to such alternative school
program by disposition order of a chancellor youth court judge, with the
consent of the superintendent of the child’s school district (MDE State
Dropout Prevention Plan, 2007, p. 36)

The alternative school program provides students an opportunity to continue their
education in a more restrictive environment for a specified time period, until behavior
requirements have been met (MDE, 2007). Further, strategy nine of the MDE’s Dropout
Prevention Plan provides alternative schooling for potential dropouts and a variety of
options that may lead to graduation, with programs paying special attention to the
student’s individual social needs and academic requirements for a high school diploma.
Lange and Sletter (2002) reported that there are more than 20,000 alternative
schools and programs currently in operation in the United States. Most of these schools
are designed to reach students at-risk for school failure. Further, they concluded that
evaluations are very limited.
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Although Texas was one of the first states to adopt a Safe School Act, in 1995,
requiring each school system to create an alternative education program, the Intercultural
Development Research Association (IDRA) expressed a great concern over the total
absence of data on evaluation of alternative education programs’ operations. There was
no information on student performance, the number of students referred for more than
one term, or the impact of alternative school placements on students after they returned to
the sending campuses (Cortez & Montecel, 1999).
Statement of the Problem
The state of Mississippi’s estimated dropout rate was 16.7% in the 2007-2008
cohorts (MDE, 2012). Students not completing high school pose several consequences
for the community and themselves. Areas of concern include unemployment, poverty,
and crime (National Dropout Prevention Center [NDPC], 2007).
A Portrait of Mississippi: Mississippi Human Development Report (2009)
identified and reported the disparities of the state and factors contributing to those
inequalities. Disparities in Mississippi include but are not limited to racial differences
within the county groups, education, college degree attainment, income, and gender.
Factors contributing to the human development of children in Mississippi are lack of a
high school diploma, teen parenthood, low birth-weight babies, incarceration, juvenile
offenses, and detention (Sharps, Lewis, & Martins, 2009).
Mississippi has some of the lowest scores in the nation on measures of K–12
educational quality (National Association of Educational Progress [NAEP], 2009). It is
difficult to imagine how the state can make economic progress when the future workforce
3

is deprived of the opportunity to develop even basic skills; much less the higher-order
skills needed to obtain better-paying jobs (NAEP, 2009).
A Portrait of Mississippi: Mississippi Human Development Report (2009)
reported that in 2007 a total of 18,783 Mississippi youth ages 8 to 18 were referred to
youth court by police, parents, or a government agency. One in four youth referrals in
2007 was for disorderly conduct. Large-scale sanctions for troubled youth do little to
address root causes of juvenile delinquency—poverty, special education needs, mental
health disorders, or unequal justice due to racial discrimination—or build a safer
community (Sharps et al., 2009).
Recent studies consistently support the concept that education will improve the
quality of life for those involved. School failure is not an option. Students referred to
disciplinary alternative schools, expelled, or suspended should be afforded the
opportunity to receive a quality education.
Research Questions
This study examined dropout prevention strategies in an alternative school to
decrease the dropout rate in one Mississippi school district. The primary research
question centered on how the alternative schools in this case study used dropout
prevention strategies. Specifically, the primary case study research question is as follows:
How are dropout preventions strategies used in this alternative school?
To examine this primary research question, secondary research questions were
developed to shape the study with three emphasis areas of building student skills,
promoting teacher quality, and promoting positive school culture and climate that will
4

ultimately reduce high school dropout. The following questions served as the secondary
research questions for this study:
1. How are the strategies that build student skills used?
2. How are the strategies that promote teacher quality used?
3. How are the strategies that promote a positive school culture and climate
used?
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to understand teachers’ perceptions
of the dropout prevention strategies used in one alternative school. Further, this study
sought to describe how the teachers perceived the dropout prevention strategies used to
decrease the dropout rates and increase the graduation rates of typically excluded
students.
Rationale for the Study
The Mississippi Alternative Education Program requires local school districts to
establish, design, and operate an alternative school program or a behavior modification
program in connection with the regular school program (MDE, 2007). There is no
assessment or accountability system in place for the alternative school. The state and
district assessment and accountability data (SATP and MCT2 scores, graduation rates,
dropout rates) are reported for the district as a whole and each individual school in the
district (except the alternative and primary [K–2] schools). Alternative school students’
scores are calculated with the referring school. Mississippi’s 2010 dropout rate was
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estimated at 17% (Mississippi Assessment and Accountability Reporting System
[MAARS], 2010).
The district studied operates two high schools. The dropout rate for the four-year
cohort (ninth graders in 2006–2007) was 11.5% in 2010. The 2007–2008 cohorts showed
a dropout rate of 13.9% in 2011 (MDE, 2012). There was an increase from 06-07 to 0708.
The district studied operates one alternative school serving a student population of
approximately 6,600 students. The alternative school was established in1993. The school
receives no individual accountability data. Due to the lack of accountability and
assessment data for the alternative school, there could possibly be implications for the
establishment of accountability measures. The results of the study may have implications
for reshaping policies, providing opportunities to share effective practices, improving
practices, and/or redesigning the alternative program to maximize achievement of
excluded students.
Delimitations of the Study
The study possesses several delimitations:
1. The district where the study was conducted has an enrollment of 6,600
students and one alternative school serving students from nine schools, grades
5–12. The population is usually 10 to 65 students at any one time during the
school year. The school employs a small teaching faculty of 15 teachers.
2. The ethnic and gender makeup of students is predominantly AfricanAmerican male.
3. The alternative school has several feeder schools.
6

Definition of Terms
Alternative school refers to an alternative education program, as described in
Section 37-13-92 of the Mississippi Code. This section requires local school districts to
establish, maintain, and operate in connection with the regular programs of said school
district an alternative school program or behavior modification program described by the
State Board of Education for compulsory school-aged students (MDE, 2007).
Alternative school administrators refer to the persons assigned to the alternative
school site to serve as supervisors.
Alternative school family members are the parents or guardians of a student
referred to the alternative school.
Alternative school students are students referred to the alternative school.
Alternative school teacher is a certified teacher providing instruction at the
alternative school.
Assessments refer to summative and formative evaluations conducted by the state,
district, or school (MDE, 2010).
Dropout is a student who has separated from the state-designed high school
education without graduating.
Dropout prevention strategies refer to MDE’s dropout prevention practices
defined by the NDPC as deterrents to school dropouts in an alternative school are
grouped in three categories: building student skills, building teacher quality, and
improved school culture and climate (NDPC, 2007).
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Dropout prevention strategies to build student skills refer to the NDPC effective
practices to build students skills in alternative schools, including behavior management,
interventions, students’ confidence and dignity, and student governance (NDPC, 2007).
Dropout prevention strategies to develop teacher quality refer to NDPC effective
practices in alternative schools to develop teacher quality, including specialized
professional development, caring and committed faculty, and effective instructional
practices (NDPC, 2007).
Dropout prevention strategies of climate and culture refer to the NDPC effective
practices used in alternative schools to build school culture and climate, including a
strong sense of community, a sense of belonging fostered, and a clear reason for existing
(NDPC, 2007).
Emotional Disability (EmD) refers to a child who has an emotional disability and
exhibits one or more of the following characteristics that adversely affect educational
performance over a long period of time and to a marked degree:


An inability to learn that cannot be established by intellectual, sensory, or
health factors;



An inability to build or maintain interpersonal relationships with peers and/or
teachers;



Inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under normal circumstances;



A general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression; and/or



A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or
school problems.
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The term includes children who are schizophrenic. The term does not include children
who are socially maladjusted, unless it is determined that they have an emotional
disturbance (MDE, 2007).
Mississippi Assessment and Accountability Reporting System (MAARS) is the
MDE data management and reporting system for student assessment results, district and
school accountability levels, student growth, and average yearly progress (MDE, 2003).
Mississippi Compulsory School Attendance Law 37-13-91, Code 1972 Annotated
is the law that governs compulsory school attendance, which requires a parent or legal
guardian or custodian who has legal control or charge of a child ages 6 to 17 to enroll him
or her in an education program (i.e., enrollees in public kindergarten will have to abide by
the same guidance as outlined in the 37-13-91 law public, private, or home school). On
July 1, 2003, the law was amended to include the following: a child, 5 years of age.
Performance classification refers to the 2003 Mississippi Statewide
Accountability System, revised September 4, 2008, all students, schools, and districts in
the state are held accountable for Average Yearly Progress (AYP) based primarily on
assessments. The system was mandated by the U.S. Department of Education (MDE,
2003).
Schools of origin are the regular schools in the district that made the referrals to
an alternative school.
Teachers are persons designated to provide instruction.
Theoretical Framework
The NDPC (2003) suggested that dropout prevention is everyone’s problem.
Therefore, a systemic renewal is necessary to solve this problem. NDPC and Schargel
9

(2007) supported 15 effective strategies for dropout prevention that positively impact the
high school graduation rate. Students report a variety of reasons for not attending school;
therefore, the solutions are multidimensional. These strategies appear to be independent
but actually work well together and frequently overlap. Although the strategies can be
implemented as stand-alone programs (e.g., mentoring or family engagement projects),
positive outcomes will result when school districts develop a program improvement plan
that encompasses most or all of these strategies (NDPC, 2007):
1. Systemic Renewal: Systemic renewal calls for a continuing process of
evaluating goals and objectives related to school policies, practices, and
organizational structures as they impact a diverse group of learners.
2. Community Collaboration: When all groups in a community provide
collective support to the school, a strong infrastructure sustains a caring
environment where youth can thrive and achieve.
3. Safe Learning Environment: A comprehensive violence prevention plan,
including conflict resolution, must deal with potential violence as well as
crisis management. A safe learning environment provides daily experiences,
at all grade levels, which enhance positive social attitudes and effective
interpersonal skills in all students.
4. Family Engagement: Research consistently finds that family engagement has
a direct, positive effect on children’s achievement and is one of the most
accurate predictors of a student’s success in school.
5. Early Children Education: Birth-to-five interventions demonstrate that
providing a child additional enrichment can enhance brain development. The
10

most effective way to reduce the number of children that will ultimately drop
out is to provide the best possible classroom instruction from the beginning of
their school experience through the primary grades.
6. Early Literacy Development: Early interventions help low-achieving students
improve their reading and writing skills to establish the necessary foundation
for effective learning in all subjects.
7. Mentoring /Tutoring: Mentoring is a one-to-one caring, supportive
relationship between a mentor and mentee that is based on trust. Tutoring, also
a one-to-one activity, focuses on academics and is an effective practice when
addressing specific needs such as reading, writing, or math competencies.
8. Service Learning: Service learning connects meaningful community services
experiences with academic learning. This teaching/learning method promotes
personal and social growth, career development, and civic responsibility and
may be a powerful vehicle for effective school reform at all levels.
9. Alternative Schooling: Alternative schooling provides potential dropouts a
variety of options that can lead to graduation, with programs paying special
attention to the student’s individual social needs and academic requirements
for a high school diploma.
10. After-School Opportunities: Many schools provide after-school and summer
enhancement programs that eliminate information loss and inspire interest in a
variety of areas. Such experiences are especially important for students at risk
of school failure because they fill the afternoon “gap time” with constructive
and engaging activities.
11

11. Professional Development: Teachers who work with youth at high risk of
academic failure need to feel supported and have an avenue by which they can
continue to develop skills and techniques and learn about innovative
strategies.
12. Active Learning: Active learning embraces teaching and learning strategies
that engage and involve students in the learning process. Students find new
and creative ways to solve problems, achieve success, and become lifelong
learners when educators show that there are different ways to learn.
13. Educational Technology: This offers some of the best opportunities for
delivering instruction to engage students in authentic learning, address
multiple intelligences, and adapting to students’ learning styles.
14. Individualized Instruction: Each student has unique interests and past learning
experiences. An individualized instructional program for each student allows
for flexibility in teaching methods and motivational strategies to consider
these individual differences.
15. Career and Technical Education (CTE): A quality CTE program and a related
guidance program are essential for all students. School-to-work programs
recognize that youth need specific skills to prepare them to measure up to the
increased demands of today’s workplace.
The NDPC (2010) supported 11 alternative school strategies to prevent dropouts
and increase graduations rates. The alternative school strategies are derived from the
NDPC’s 15 most effective core strategies for dropout prevention (NDPC & Schargel
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2007; Quinn & Poirier, 2006; Raywid, 1994). The NDPC (2007) alternative school
strategies included the following:
1. Low ratio of students to teachers (1:10) to provide for more individual time
between teacher and student
2. Highly structured schools and classrooms with behavior classroom
management (regular and systematic school processes)
3. Attempts to help students change negative behavior patterns (conflict
resolution, comprehensive curriculum, personal and social adjustment,
problem solving, teamwork, self-sufficiency skills)
4. Individualized behavior interventions (plans for each student with a behavior
issue; promotes positive social attitudes and effective interpersonal skills)
5. Flexibility and autonomy in terms of schedules (school day, interventions, and
meeting specific student needs)
6. Attempts to build student confidence and dignity (peer mentoring, public
speaking, student governance)
7. Social skills instruction (service learning) to promote personal and social
growth, career development, and civic responsibility
8. Specialized staff development (innovated targeted training and techniques)
9. A caring faculty committed to alternative education (committed to teaching atrisk students, teacher choice, and positively supports individual differences)
10. Clear reason for existence (mission, vision, reason for existence)

13

11. Strong sense of community and belonging fostered and developed by the
school (collective support for the school, family engagement, caring
environment; NDPC, 2010)
The organizational structure that supports alternative learning communities
involves students, educators, and parents working together to make decisions about living
and learning at school. The organization structure is supported by collaboration among
groups, collegiality among staff, a social order based on norms rather than rules, and the
flexibility and autonomy to respond to changing and diverse needs ( Aron & Zweig,
2003; Arter, 2007; Bullock, 2006; Wilkins, 2008).
Quinn and Poirier (2006) further stated that the programs should include a
philosophy of changing the educational approach instead of changing the at-risk student,
shared philosophy that all students have the ability to learn, program administrators who
share the mission and values of the program, low teacher-to-student ratio, specialized
training for teachers, non-authoritarian approach to teacher–student interaction, and
encouragement and respect for student and family participation in the program. Actions
are being taken to address the problems, but the extent to which these schools are meeting
the needs of the student is still questionable. The emergence of so many alternative
schools for at-risk students indicates that actions of the student referred to the school need
to be explored. Through research the NDPC (2010) supported 11 most effective strategies
for alternative schools.
Conceptual Framework
Figure 1 indicates the NDPC’s 11 most effective strategies used in alternative
schools to decrease the dropout rate and increase graduation rates. The 11 most effective
14

strategies for alternative schools were derived from the NDPC’s 15 strategies for dropout
prevention (NDPC & Schargel, 2007). The teacher’s perspectives of these strategies in
one alternative school were extracted using the alternative school teachers’ interview
protocol, which was constructed using the NDPC’s 11 most effective strategies. Based
upon the responses of teachers, the NDPC strategies for alternative schools are present in
different degrees of implementation at this one alternative school.

Figure 1.

NDPC’s 11 most effective strategies used in alternative schools
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The demand for increased accountability for schools and school districts has been
among the most visible and controversial of the educational reforms undertaken in the
United States (Gagnon & McLaughlin, 2004). The review of literature is organized into
seven areas: history and types of alternative education; differences in staffing; offenses
and degree of punishment; curriculum, assessment, and accountability; referral and
exiting procedures; exclusion (suspensions and expulsions); and effective alternative
education.
History and Types of Alternative Education
Tissington (2006) stated that as early as 1960 freedom schools were one of the
first alternative education programs. They were established to provide quality education
to minorities, and they operated in churches and storefronts. Alternative school programs
initially were designed to meet the needs of students who were failing academically, but
in the last couple of decades their focus changed considerably (Powell, 2003).
In the 1970s school districts across the United States began to establish alternative
education programs and schools for student populations considered to be at risk of school
failure or dropping out. Since the passage of the Federal Gun-Free School Act of 1994,
alternative education programs have been created for a more specific group of students,
16

those who have violated local or state-mandated rules of conduct or have been
determined to be disruptive to the education of other students in their assigned schools
(Foley & Pang, 2006; Institute for the Study of Students at Risk [ISSR], 2001; Kleiner,
Porch, & Farris, 2002; Zweig, 2003).
Disciplinary alternative education differs from other kinds of alternative
education primarily in method of student placement and program purpose. Students are
placed in disciplinary alternative settings after removal from their assigned classrooms or
schools, and attendance is compulsory for prescribed periods of time. Enrollment in nondisciplinary alternative education programs is by choice, typically requiring students to
apply to attend the programs rather than their assigned schools (Raywid, 1990, 1994).
The purpose of disciplinary alternative education is to provide temporary student
placement for behavior management, often as alternatives to suspension or exclusion.
The goal is for students to return to, and succeed in, their regularly assigned classrooms
and schools (Academic Information Management, Inc., 2001; Aron, 2006; FitzsimonsHughes & Adera, 2006; ISSR, 2001; Lange & Sletten, 2002; McCreight, 1999; Moore &
King, 2005; Raywid, 1994; Ruzzi & Kraemer, 2006).
Based on 30 years of research, Raywid (1990, 1994) identified three general
school types:


Type I schools offer full-time, multiyear education options for students of all
kinds, including those needing more individualization, those seeking an
innovative or challenging curriculum, or dropouts wishing to earn their
diplomas.
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Type II programs are characterized by disciplinary issues, which aim to
segregate, contain, and reform disruptive students. Students typically do not
choose to attend but are sent to the school for specified time periods or until
behavior requirements are met. Because placement is short term, the
curriculum is limited to a few basic required courses or is entirely supplied by
the “home school” as a list of assignments. Familiar models include lastchance schools and in-school suspension.



Type III programs provide short-term but therapeutic settings for students
with social and emotional problems that create academic and behavioral
barriers to learning.

Gordon (2001) conducted a study examining the rise in school exclusion in
England in the 1990s. Gordon’s study examined the groups of students that had the
greatest risk of exclusion and the main reasons given by schools. The focus was on the
excluded students and their parents. Gordon’s book argued that much more attention
should be given to the opinion and ideas of young people in the search for possible
solutions to their disaffection with education as well as England’s high rates of exclusion.
Interviews were conducted with excluded students and their parents (mainly mothers).
Results of the interviews indicated a pattern of poor communication between home and
school and deprivation of educational provision for the excluded child and uncertainty
about appeals procedures.
Morley (1991) suggested that alternative education is a perspective, not a
procedure or program. Alternative education is based upon a belief that there are many

18

ways to become educated as well as many types of environments and structures within
which this may occur.
Perceived Differences in Staffing, Degree of Punishment, and Consistency in Policies
Research shows that successful teachers of students at risk have two unique
competencies. Successful teachers have the ability to connect to kids who fear or dislike
teachers. Also, successful teachers have the ability to exact success from students who
have experienced failure (Gold, 1995).
In October 2001, the University of Minnesota received a grant from the U.S.
Department of Education’s Office of Special Education Programs to conduct research on
alternative schools across the country and the students they serve. Lehr and Lange (2003)
conducted interviews with individuals in 48 states and the District of Columbia, yielding
a 96% response rate. Respondents included 31 directors or assistant directors of special
education, 13 designees within the state department of special education, and 5
consultants in the department of education with knowledge in the area of education. The
researchers reported nearly 56% of the respondents indicated that students were placed in
alternative schools as a result of a decision made by someone other than the student or
parent. Approximately one third of the respondents indicated that staffing was a major
issue for alternative schools in their states. More than 60% of the respondents indicated
that alternative schools are governed at the local level and those specific practices and
procedures tend to be developed at the school or district level. Additionally, the
respondents felt that accountability with emphasis on student progress, monitoring, and
outcomes was a major issue (Lehr & Lange, 2003).
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Lehr, Moreau, and Lange (2004) conducted a national survey designed to gather
current information about alternative schools. When respondents were asked to identify
the three most important issues facing alternative schools in the next 2 to 3 years, their
answers yielded three main themes (n = 29 states reporting):
1. Lack of funding (61%). Responses reflected concerns with continued funding
that was not adequate to sustain appropriate levels of service and programs
and the impact of budget cuts on alternative programs.
2. Quality and quantity of staff (44%). Responses reflected concerns about
finding well-trained staff, certification issues with regard to teaching across
subject areas, and staff development.
3. Accountability and standard-based reform movement (28%). Responses
reflected concerns about implementing state standards and the accountability
system and appropriate measures to document success.
Losen, Wald, and Browne (2001) conducted a study confirming that zerotolerance discipline is a rational act that follows disruptive student behavior in a logical
sequence, but the sequence is seldom linear and far from evenhanded. The researchers
found suspensions and expulsions, the far limits of zero-tolerance discipline,
disproportionately applied to racial minority and low-income students. The revealed that
Black students (17% of all U.S. students) make up 33% of out-of-school suspensions and
31% of expulsions. In contrast, 63% of all students are White, but they make up only
50% of out-of-school suspensions. Additionally, students of color are more likely than
White students to be suspended or expelled for willful acts, often labeled as disobedience,
disruption, or disrespect for authority. There is a need to elicit the perspectives from
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students and their families from diverse cultural backgrounds to direct positive change.
Furthermore, zero tolerance is now the rule in more than 80% of the nation’s schools.
However, school district policies are often implemented haphazardly and fail in the major
goals of improving students’ behavior and ensuring safety.
Skiba and Peterson (2000, 2003) and Witt (1986) asserted that the country’s
education system might understandably claim that some schools’ practices and policies
have not changed significantly in 200 years. Indeed, current discipline policies appear to
mirror earlier practices. As in the past, a common response today to disruptive classroom
behavior is the imposition of an aversive consequence.
Curriculum, Assessments, and Accountability
A single statewide accountability system that applies to all public schools and
local education agencies is mandated by the No Child Left Behind Act. The Mississippi
Statewide Accountability System (2003) produces Average Yearly Progress (AYP)
reports for all public schools, including public schools with variant grade configurations
(e.g., K–12), public schools that serve special populations (e.g., alternative public
schools, juvenile institutions, state public schools for the blind), and public charter
schools. It holds accountable public schools with no grade assessed (e.g., K–2).
The focus on increased achievement for all students in schools, districts, and
states has been very controversial in the educational reform movement in the United
States. Gagnon and McLaughlin (2004) examined school-level curricula, assessment, and
accountability policies and practices in private and public day treatment and residential
schools for elementary-aged children with emotional or behavioral disorders (E/BD),
who are thus more likely to be in alternative school settings. A national random sample of
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271 (56.45%) principals and 229 (47.70%) teachers responded to a mail survey. No
significant differences existed between teachers’ and principals’ reports of school-level
curricula, assessment, and accountability policies. While 80% of the teachers and
principals reported that their school had an assessment accommodation policy,
approximately 20% of day treatment and residential school staff reported that their
schools offered no assessment accommodations.
Teachers and principals, who indicated that assessments developed at the district,
state, or school levels were used in their schools, were asked how assessment results were
reported. The most frequent responses were (a) reporting assessment results to parents or
guardians (113 teachers and 169 principals); (b) reports to teachers (113 teachers and 157
principals); and (c) results maintained in students’ files (115 teachers and 162 principals).
A large number of teachers (n = 83) and principals (n = 133) also noted that few reports
were made to each student’s home district and fewer reports to the state. Teachers (n =
109) and principals (n = 157) also responded that assessment results were used to adjust
instruction and curriculum. Teachers (n = 101) and principals (n = 139) identified areas in
which school performance was unacceptable and where improvement was needed.
Approximately one fourth of teachers and principals responding reported that assessment
results were not used (Gagnon & McLaughlin, 2004). The study yielded valuable
research data. The study reiterated the concerns for achievement as well as students’ and
parents’ awareness of disciplinary alternative school programs. Gagnon and
McLaughlin’s (2004) study showed a clear need for additional study.
Quinn, Rutherford, and Osher (1999) defined seven essential elements of
alternative programs that focus on serving students with special needs. Several of these
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elements include functional assessment as a continuous process to determine the
student’s strengths and weaknesses; functional curriculum designed to address holistic
needs inclusive of academics, vocational, social, and behavioral; and effective and
efficient instruction, employing student-centered instructional approaches aligned with
both functional assessment and curricula. Future study should examine the teachers in
alternative education programs as they relate to those areas defined by the authors (Quinn
et al., 1999).
The American Civil Liberties Union of Mississippi (2009) released the following
findings from a study conducted on alternative schools in Mississippi:
1. Mississippi’s alternative school system is essentially punitive. (p. 6)
2. Mississippi’s alternative schools are not transparent or accountable. (p. 6)
3. Mississippi’s alternative school system is small, but growing. (p. 6)
4. Mississippi’s alternative schools disparately impact African-American
students. (p. 6)
5. Mississippi’s alternative schools disproportionately impact boys. (p. 7)
6. Mississippi’s alternative schools are deficient key program areas. (p. 8)
7. Mississippi’s alternative schools are not achieving desired outcomes. (p. 8)
The Mississippi Dropout Prevention Plan (2007) stated that some administrators
lack the skills necessary to accelerate students’ learning for a school or a school district.
Each teacher depends on the support from district administrators and principals, who
serve as the instructional leaders for their schools. Leadership is a crucial element for any
organization. Just like business and government, schools need good leaders in order to
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flourish. The plan further stated that Mississippi has both a quantity and quality issue
with teachers (MDE, 2007).
Referral and Exiting Procedures
Alternative schools have proliferated quite simply because of the failure of
traditional educational systems to meet the needs of many students (Kershaw & Banks,
1993). McCall (2003) suggested the following reasons for referral to an alternative
program: (a) behavioral dysfunction, (b) need for academic remediation, (c) social skill
dysfunction, (d) family disruption or conflict, and (e) chronic absenteeism. The findings
from McCall’s study were the result of a comparison of students in Stay-in-School and
School Dropout groups on various demographic variables.
McCall (2003) conducted this study to investigate what happens when young
people are successful in alternative education programs and go back to the mainstream
educational system and drop out. The alternative school investigated was located on a
rural campus also housing three other school programs, each with its own separate
facilities and staff. The students came from diverse backgrounds that were represented in
the makeup of the school staff. Typical classes included about 12 students, with an annual
population ranging from 24 to 45 students. While differences are hard to identify in small
sample sizes, three demographic differences achieved a 0.5 or better level of statistical
significance. The dropouts were more likely to be children of color, primarily African
American and Latino. They were younger at intake to the alternative program, suggesting
earlier onset of problems. While 44% of the Stay-in-School group had single-parent
families, 75% of the School Dropout group came from single-parent homes. A startling
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statistic is that 14 of the 16 students in the School Dropout group came from families
with reported incomes less than $10,000 per year (McCall, 2003).
The degree to which research examined the perceptions of teachers in alternative
schools is unknown. However, McCall (2003) conducted a comparison of the views of
stakeholders who completed a Likert scale rating on a scale of zero (least satisfied) to
five (most satisfied). Most of the ratings on quality of instruction, individual attention,
help with problems, and relations with staff were highly favorable and consistent between
students and parents. The two relatively lower ratings describe how the students related to
their peers in the alternative school and how the students were prepared to return to
regular school. There was less enthusiasm about preparation for the transition to regular
school. Views of students, parents, and teachers were consistent when examining factors
that influence students’ decisions to drop out. The same consistency occurred in the area
of teacher concern for students staying in school.
Disciplinary alternative schools have a reputation as gateways to the juvenile and
criminal justice system. Wolf and Wolf (2008) conducted an evaluation of an
intervention (Strategies for Success) designed to divert seventh-, eighth-, and ninth-grade
alternative school students from this gateway. Wolf and Wolf used propensity score
matching and a multivariate random effects model to estimate program impacts and
found that the program not only increased attendance rates in the short term but also
increased the likelihood of reassignment.
Exclusion (Suspension and Expulsion)
The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2009) reported that in 2006
about 1 out of every 14 students (7%) is suspended from school at least once during the
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school year. Suspensions for disciplinary reasons do not include in-school detention.
During 2006, about 1 out of every 476 students was expelled from school.
The Gun-Free School Act (1994) required states to expel firearm-carrying
students for up to one calendar year. As states and localities began to implement the zerotolerance law, many extended a similar standard to include the possession and use of any
object that could be used as a weapon, drug possession and use, and persistent or
disruptive but non-dangerous misconduct (Advancement Project, 2002; Richart, Brooks,
& Soler, 2003).
Most legislative responses to school discipline deviance do not codify new crimes
or escalate penalties (Hirschfield, 2008). Rather, legal reforms mandate that certain
behaviors, already illegal, such as drug and weapons possession are referred to the police
when they occur on school property. Other policies stipulate that students are treated like
actual or suspected criminals, for instance by subjecting them to in-school suspensions
and scrutiny by armed police, dogs, or metal detectors.
Expulsion excludes students from school for disciplinary reasons and removes
students from attendance rolls. Further, expulsions make it unlikely if not impossible for
students to keep up with their course work and advance from one grade to another.
Expulsions provide instructed, probably unsupervised time that endangers students by
increasing the likelihood of students engaging in unlawful behavior and becoming
involved in the juvenile or criminal justice system (Losen, et al., 2005; Richart, 2003).
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Alternative School Strategies
Civic Enterprises (2006) conducted interviews with dropouts and asked them
what they thought would have improved their ability to finish school. The respondents
indicated the following:
1. Improve teaching and curricula to enhance the connection between school and
work. Eighty-one percent of dropouts said there should be more opportunities
for real-world learning so that students can see the connection between school
and the real world.
2. Improve access to support for struggling students. Eighty-one percent of
dropouts surveyed wanted better teachers. Seventy-five percent wanted
smaller classes, and 70% believed that more tutoring, summer school, and
extra time with teachers would have improved their chances of graduating.
3. Foster academics. Seventy percent of dropouts indicated that increasing
supervision in school was necessary to ensure success, and 62% said that
more classroom discipline was needed. Fifty-seven percent indicated that their
schools did not do enough to help students feel safe from violence.
4. Promote close relationships with adults. Only 41% of dropouts reported
having someone to talk to about personal problems. Sixty-two percent said
they would like to see schools do more to help students with problems outside
of class. Only 47% said the schools even bothered to contact them after they
dropped out (Civic Enterprises, 2006).
Using alternative schools as dropout prevention is strongly supported by the
NDPC. The NDPC database of successful programs suggests a wide variety of alternative
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programming to intervene so that students have several options. Intervening with the
whole student (socially, behaviorally, and individually) is necessary to increase the
opportunity for success through graduation and lessen the chance of dropping out as
supported by the NDPC’s most effective alternative school strategies. Skiba and Sprague
(2008) advocated a proactive, comprehensive approach to discipline commonly known as
school-wide positive behavior support. This approach is based on the assumption that
when educators across the school actively teach, expect, and acknowledge appropriate
behavior, the proportion of students with serious behavior problems decreases and the
school’s overall climate improves (Skiba & Sprague 2008).
Effectiveness of Alternative Schools
Acker (2007) suggested that not enough is known about the effectiveness of
alternative educational programs to provide a clear picture of which treatment approaches
work best or about the long-term effectiveness of the treatment. Furthermore, researchers
have not reached a consensus about which youth are best served by each model of
alternative education.
Chiang and Gill (2010) of the Mathematica Policy Research, Inc., conducted a
study in the Philadelphia Public Schools. The study found a considerable gap between the
district’s vision and the reality of alternative schools. Alternative schools in the studies
included two types: accelerated schools designed to help over-aged students who have
earned few high school credits obtain a diploma within 2 years and disciplinary schools
charged with preparing students who have committed serious offenses for re-entry into
the regular system so they can graduate. For the disciplinary schools, the Mathematica
analysis found that only 32% of the students re-entered regular school. Of those, just 41%
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went on to graduate. In all, 26% of students who attended disciplinary schools eventually
earned diplomas.
Staples and Dodd (2009) found that Georgia was one of five states with the worst
graduation rates. The others were Florida, Nevada, New Mexico, and South Carolina.
Further, the researchers reported that, overall, Georgia’s rate rose from 75.3% to 77.8%
from 2008 to 2009. However, some schools reported significantly lower rates, including
some alternative schools.
Of the 1.2 million students who drop out each year, and the others who continue
to attend school but make little progress toward graduation, many will require creative
alternatives in significantly different settings to help them get back on track toward a
diploma and a postsecondary credential. There is reason for optimism. Promising
evidence is emerging that efforts to redesign alternative education contribute to rising
graduation rates (Almedia, Le, Streinberg, & Cervantes, 2010).
Summary
The literature review revealed the establishment of alternative school as early as
1960. The schools were initially established to meet the needs of students who were
failing academically. However, the focus of alternative education changed over the last
decades. Tissington (2006) reported that over 20,000 alternative schools existed in the
United States.
The MDE Dropout Prevention Plan 2007-2019 is currently being implemented.
The alternative school program is a major initiative in the state dropout plan. Mississippi
Alternative Education Program requires local school districts to establish, operate, and
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maintain in connection with the regular program of said district and alternative school
program or behavior modification program.
Since passage of the Gun-Free School Act (1994) alternative education programs
have been created for specific groups of students. Referral to alternative education
program included but not limited to academic remediation, negative behavior, social
skills, family dysfunction, absenteeism, suspension, and expulsion. The literature review
further suggests a correlation between students dropping out and alternative school
placement, expulsion, and suspension. Some researchers are concerned with the
correlation between dropouts and the gateway to the juvenile and criminal justice system.
The NDPC and Schargel (2007) developed 15 effective strategies that have the
most impact on the high school graduation rates. Eleven of the strategies are strongly
supported for alternative schools to decrease the graduation and dropout rates. The
strategies, although appear to be independent, frequently overlap and are synergistic. The
mission is to reduce the American dropout rate by meeting the need s of youth in at-risk
situations. The primary research question was as follows: How are dropout prevention
strategies used in this alternative school. The results of this could study may possibly
provide opportunities to share effective strategies, improve practices, and/or redesign
alternative programs to maximize achievement of excluded students.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY

This chapter provides detailed information regarding the research design and
research procedures that were employed in this study. The chapter is organized into the
following sections: research design, research questions, setting, procedures, data
collection, instrumentation, data analysis, and trustworthiness and threats.
Research Design
The literature review suggests serious concern in the areas of students dropping
out of school as a result of alternative school placement, expulsions, and suspensions.
Research further suggests that the level of quality in staffing, curriculum, achievement,
and accountability in alternative schools lacks equitable quality, when compared with
regular school. The research design for this study was a qualitative case study. This study
was selected to understand a phenomenon in a bonded system and secure the perspectives
of teachers as they relate to disciplinary alternative school experiences. A case study in
qualitative research is a study of a bonded system with the focus being either the case or
an issue that is illustrated by the case (Shank, 2006; Stake 1995). A qualitative case study
provides an in-depth study of this system based on a diverse array of data collection
materials, and the researcher situates this system or case within its larger context or
setting (Creswell, 1998). This inquiry method of study in one alternative school will
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utilized interviews and existing documents to research the perspectives of teachers and to
examine the situation.
Further, Merriam’s (1998) case study research in education approach was used.
The case study focuses on a particular situation, program, or phenomenon. The case itself
is important for what it reveals about the phenomenon and for what it might represent.
This specificity of focus makes it an especially good design for practical problems,
questions, situations, or puzzling occurrences arising from everyday practice. Dropout
prevention is a major focus of the nation’s federal, state, and local governments. This
case study of one alternative school could give voices to teachers through a thick
description of alternative school experiences to provide awareness and information that
may shape policy decisions concerning students excluded from regular school.
Research Questions
This study examined dropout prevention strategies in an alternative school to
decrease the dropout rate in one Mississippi school district. The primary research
question centered on how the alternative school in this study was using dropout
prevention strategies. Specifically, the primary case study research question was as
follows: How are dropout prevention strategies used in this alternative school?
To examine the primary research question, secondary research questions were
developed to shape the study with three emphasis areas of building student skills,
promoting teacher quality, and promoting a positive school culture and climate that will
ultimately reduce high school dropouts. The following questions served as the secondary
research questions for this study:
1. How are the strategies that build student skills used?
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2. How are strategies used to promote teacher quality used?
3. How are strategies to promote a positive school culture and climate used?
The Setting
This research study is a case study that examined one alternative school that
serves Grades 5 through 12. The district has 12 schools, more than 717 employees, and
6,550 students. The district operates two traditional high schools with a grade
configuration 9–12, four middle schools with Grades 6–8, and five elementary schools
with Grades K–5. Also, there is one primary school with Grades K–2, one intermediate
school with Grades 3–5, one ninth-grade academy, and one alternative school. Each
school in the district practices an array of school dropout prevention strategies. The
district is accredited and identified as successful by MDE. The MDE curriculum
frameworks is used in each school and in each subject taught. The district’s dropout rate
in 2011 was 13.9%. The 2010 dropout rate was 11.5% (MDE, 2010).
The alternative school in this district serves students in Grades 5–12 in a separate
location in a small rural community in what once was a community school building. The
school has 15 teachers certified in all of the required core subject areas (English, math,
science, and social studies) and a counselor. All core subjects are offered as in the regular
schools. APEX, a computer-based program, is used as a supplementary program for
additional subjects and tutorials. Students do not participate in sporting activities. The
student population includes 85% Black, 13% White, and 2% Latino students are bused
daily to the alternative school from each of the 10 referring schools. Some students travel
as far as 32 miles from the east and 23 miles from the west to the alternative school one
way. The length of enrollment varies from short term (6 months or less) to long term (one
33

academic year). Students are referred for several different types of offenses (e.g.,
weapons, drugs, violent acts, and excessive classroom/school disruptions). Parents and
students are not given a choice of placement. However, parents and students are given the
opportunity to appear before the school board when there is a disagreement concerning
placement in the alternative school. Placement or referral is determined by the district’s
disciplinary committee or the school board.
Five teachers in this one alternative school consented to be interviewed. All of the
alternative school teachers were given the opportunity to participate in this research
study, 10 refused. The board of education of the district studied maintains and operates
just this one alternative school. The school was established in 1993. The district’s policy
JCD, Standard 29, Mississippi Public School Accountability Standards governs the
alternative school.
The alternative school program serves compulsory school-aged students:


who have been suspended for 10 days or more;



who are referred for placement based upon a documented need
because of disciplinary problems;



who are referred by order of a chancellor or youth court judge, but
only with the consent of the principal; and



whose presence in the classroom, in the determination of the school
superintendent or principal, is a disruption to the educational
environment of the school or a detriment to the best interest and
welfare of the students and teachers of such class as a whole. The
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procedure for assigning a student to the alternative program for nonexpulsion infractions is as follows:
1. The student will be given notice of the charges against him or her.
2. The student will be provided with the evidence against him or her.
3. The student will be allowed to present his or her side of the event/infraction.
4. The appropriate school official will recommend to the superintendent or his or
her designee that the student be placed in the alternative program.
5. The student’s parents or guardians will be notified orally of the initial charges
and possible consequences.
6. The student’s parents or guardians will be notified in writing of the final
recommendation of the principal and the superintendent and will be given the
opportunity for a hearing.
7. The parents or guardians must personally bring the student to the alternative
program site on the first day of attendance for a conference with the principal,
and the parents/guardians and the student must sign a behavior contract at this
time.
8. All placements in the alternative program will be subject to review by the
superintendent or his or her designee.
9. The District School Board is the final authority on placement of students at
the alternative school.
MDE (2004) accountability for schools governed by the state board of education
provides educational services for children with disabilities who have been suspended or
expelled from school shall be provided based on the requirements of the Individuals with
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Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and applicable federal and state regulations. When a
student with a disability is placed in an interim alternative setting, the setting must be one
that enables the student to continue to participate in general curriculum, to continue to
receive those services and modifications described in the student’s individual education
plan (IEP), and to receive services and modifications designed to address the student’s
behavior.
Procedures
This study was approved by the Mississippi State University Institutional Review
Board (IRB) for the protection of Human Subjects in Research. The IRB letter of
approval is in Appendix A. This qualitative research study was designed to collect data
on alternative school practices as these practices relate to preventing school dropout. The
perspectives of teachers provided the data to describe alternative school strategies used in
one rural district in Mississippi. An introductory letter was sent to the district’s
superintendent requesting permission to do the research study. One week later, the
principal received a packet that included (a) a cover letter to the principal, (b) a copy of
the informed consent form (see Appendix B), (c) a copy of the interview protocol for
teachers (see Appendix C), and (d) a copy of the demographic survey for teachers ( see
Appendix D). The cover letter included a request by the researcher to visit the school and
arrange a time to conduct the interviews and discuss the specifics of conducting the
study.
The researcher visited the school and the consent of teachers was obtained.
Teachers were asked a series of open-ended questions regarding their experiences with
the alternative school. The interview questions were constructed using the NDPC
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effective strategies for alternative schools and the review of literature. Each interview
was audiotaped. A transcript was produced from the audiotapes.
Data Collection
The data sources included existing district and state data from official data files,
field notes taken by the researcher, and transcripts of the interviews. The alternative
school teacher interview protocol (see Appendix C) was used to collect interview data
from each participant in the case study. In addition to the established questions for the
individual participants, probing questions were asked to elicit more descriptive
participants’ responses during the initial interviews. Detailed notes were taken during the
interview. Notes were reviewed and typed. The interview transcripts were analyzed along
with field notes and existing data files. Follow-up interviews with participants were
necessary as themes emerged from each previous interview and during the member
checking validation phase.
Instrumentation
The alternative school teacher interview protocol (see Appendix C) for the study
was constructed using the NDPC 11 most effective strategies for alternative school
dropout prevention, review of related literature, and consideration of current education
reform. The interview questions were open ended and grouped into three sections: (a)
building students’ skills; (b) promoting teacher quality; and (c) promoting a positive
school culture and climate. A demographic survey was administered to all consenting
alternative school teachers. Further, the researchers will serve as one of the most
important instruments in this inquiry research method.
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Data Analysis
Data analysis for this case study of one alternative school was centered on the
coding of teacher interview data by the researcher. Interview data provided the teachers’
perspectives of alternative school strategies that could possibly prevent school dropout.
The themes to categorize the perspectives of teachers fell within the three determined
framework areas of students’ skills, teachers’ quality, and culture and climate. These
three framework areas were generated from the NDPC’s 11 most effective strategies for
alternative schools. The process included (a) coding specific themes and unexpected
themes, (b) analyzing themes onto a form to facilitate analysis, and (c) verifying the
themes and drawing conclusions. A comparison was made from the themes occurring
between and among the respondent group of teachers. In order to identify differences and
commonalities, any unexpected themes were further examined in a follow-up interview.
Data were analyzed from all interviews and the researcher’s field notes. Teachers’
credentials, dropout information, and district and school staff development plans served
as support data. Yin (1989) suggested using as many as six different types of information
in a case study. After the completion of the data analysis, a final narrative report was
made.
Threats to Trustworthiness and Reliability
Fraenkel and Wallen (2006) asserted that procedures for checking on or
enhancing reliability and validity include but are not limited to triangulation, member
checking, rich-thick descriptions, and internal audits. Triangulation is the process of
converging upon a particular finding by using different sorts of data and data-gathering
strategies (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003). Member checking involves taking participants’
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responses back and asking for clarification or follow-up information on what was told or
to get facts straight (Creswell, 1998; Merriam, 1998). Rich thick description involves
describing in detail what was seen or heard during the work at the research study site.
Internal audit refers to obtaining an individual out side of the study to review and
evaluate the study (Fraenkel & Wallen 2006). Triangulation and member checking were
employed by the researcher to increase reliability and validity in this qualitative research
study.
Lincoln and Guba (1985) viewed trustworthiness as having many facets, but one
of the most important forms of trustworthiness deals with being able to tell whether or
not an interviewee is reporting accurately the facts of the case. The researcher establishes
patterns and looks for a correspondence between two or more categories. This
correspondence might take the form of a table showing the relationship between two
categories (Creswell, 1998). Stake (1995) further suggested that searching for the
convergence of information relates directly to data sets in developing a case study.
Triangulation and member-checking strategies were employed in this study to
increase the reliability and validity of the study. Respondents’ identities posed a threat to
reliability and validity. To minimize this threat, the respondents’ identities were not used.
Teacher respondents were given predetermined codes for identification purposes in the
reporting of results. Also, the possibility of threats may have existed with the respondents
being candid in individual interviews; therefore, standardized interview procedures were
employed.
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CHAPTER IV
THE RESULTS OF THE STUDY

This case study examination sought to answer the primary research question: How
are dropout prevention strategies used in this alternative school? The results and the data
analysis are presented in this chapter. This study includes the researcher’s observation of
the school setting, the teacher demographics (tables and summaries), data gathered from
three secondary research questions (tables and summaries), and data from the perspective
of the theoretical framework, followed by an overall analysis of the data in response to
the primary research question. The chapter concludes with a summary of results.
This case study examined dropout prevention strategies of one alternative school
as perceived by the alternative school teachers. The relevant data regarding the case of
this alternative school were collected using existing data, researcher field notes, and
interviews using the IRB approved interview protocols.
The district studied operates two high schools with a grade configuration of 9th
through 12th grades. MDE compiles and reports dropout and graduation rates for each
four-year cohort. The district’s 2007–2008 cohorts had a dropout rate of 13.9% (2011
graduating class). The 2006–2007 cohorts’ dropout rate was 11.5% (2010 graduating
class).
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The Alternative School Setting
The approaching visual of this alternative school presented a common scene
indicative of rural Mississippi. The area presented a picture of what was once a thriving
community school, only yards from the heart of a former productive small, rural cottonproducing town. Several minor businesses still existed with a small operative cotton gin
several yards from the school.
The first view of the school, built in 1950, provided a glimpse into the past. There
were several classroom buildings still on the site. One of the classroom buildings was not
in use. Two years ago, the building housed the only Boys’ and Girls’ Club in the
community. The majority of the campus buildings (cafeteria, gymnasium, and woodwork
shop) had been demolished with only the up and down wave of concrete slabs to
represent the fact that the buildings were constructed there. School buses now parked in
that space. The entrance to the building housing the alternative school featured an
overhead canopy with multi-colored spots of deterioration and water damage. The red
brick walls had all the local and state required warning notices (anti-bullying, drug-free
zone, and notice to visitors) posted. Above the door, a 16- by 32-inch sign was visible
with the school’s name, and approximately 3 feet below the sign was an electronic buzzer
with a note (push to enter) used to alert the office staff and school security officer of
visitors at the locked door. Immediately upon entering through the doors, there stood a
ceiling-high walk-through metal detector with one straight chair on the opposite side,
where the officer sat, several feet from the office door. The administrative office was a
small space that housed the office manager and the principal.
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The decor changed after passing the metal detector and the principal’s office to
enter the classroom halls. There were brightly lit, newly painted hallway walls and wellkept floors. Specific instructional and motivational words posted on students’ drawings of
soaring eagles were throughout the building. Teachers escorted students in uniforms to
various places in the building. One class was going to the computer lab. The school had
two computer labs, and each classroom was equipped with a Smart Board and a laptop.
Several teachers were deeply engaged in instruction during the visits, and classroom
activities continued during the observations. Teachers actively questioned students,
checking for understanding, redirecting and cueing students to get the correct responses.
The students wore blue crew shirts and khaki pants, the required uniform of the
alternative school. Students could not attend this alternative school when out of uniform.
The number of students per class was low, less than 10. The majority of students were
African-American males. Only a small number of females and other races were in
attendance.
The Alternative School Teachers
This alternative school had 15 teachers employed full time. All subjects taught at
the school were required by MDE in the Core Curriculum (Language Arts/English,
Mathematics/Algebra, Biology/Science, and History/Social Studies). A Physical
Education teacher was employed for the first time this school year (2012–2013). In Table
1 the numbers in the left-hand column represent the teachers at the alternative school, and
the right-hand columns represent the teaching staff demographics.
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Table 1
Alternative School Teachers’ Areas of Certification and Years of Experience
TeachersClassArea (s) of Certification/Endorsement

Years of
Experience
1

1

A Health, Physical Education, Social Studies

2

A Elem. Ed. (4–8), Kindergarten–4 (K–4), Remedial Reading, Social Studies
(7–12)

9

3

AA Elem. Ed. (K–6), Mild/Moderate Disability, Middle School Math (7–8)
SPED only, Middle School Language Arts, Special Ed. Fundamental Sub.
Mild/Moderate Disability, Middle School Math (7–8) SPED only, Middle
AAA
School Language Arts (4–8) SP., Special Ed. Fundamental Sub.
AA English (7–12)
A Math (4–8), Business Education (7–12), Social Studies (7–12), Economics
Master Teacher, Mentally Retarded (K–12), Learning Disability (K–12),
AA
Math, Middle School Language Arts (4–8) SP
AA Mild/Moderate Disability, Physical Education (K–12)
A Biology (7–12), General Science, Science (K–12)
Elementary Education (K–3), Elementary Education (4–8), English as a
AA
Second Language,
Elementary Education (4–8), Kindergarten–4 (K–4), English (7–12), Social
A
Studies (7–12)
A English (7–12)
A Biology (7–12)
AA Elementary Education (4–8), Math (7–12)

7

4

5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

AA Social Studies (7-12)

8
22
4
30
6
11
18
8
1
3
9
5

The alternative school faculty had degrees at all postsecondary college levels (6
bachelors’, 8 masters’, and 1 specialist. One master teacher with 30 years of experience
taught in this school. The years of experience for this faculty ranged from 1 to 30 years.
The 15 teachers were endorsed in 21 different areas licensed by MDE. Eleven of the
teachers held multiple areas of certification/endorsements (1–5). The areas of
certification/endorsement included Math, Science, Elementary Education, Health,
Physical Education, English, Biology, Social Studies, English as a Second Language,
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Mild/Moderate Disability, Learning Disability, Language Arts, Economics, Business
Education, Mentally Retarded, and Special Education.
Five of the 15 teachers at this alternative consented to be interviewed. The
demographics of the five teachers are reported below. The information in Table 2 was
retrieved from the district where this alternative school is located. Table 2 displays the
degrees, certifications types, and years of experience of the five alternative teachers who
were interviewed.
Table 2
Alternative School Teacher Respondents’ Certifications and Years of Experience
Teachers

Class

1

AA

2

AA

3

AA

4
5

AA
A

Area (s) Certification/Endorsements

Years of Experience

Math, Elementary Education, Social
Studies
Elementary Education, English As A
Second Language
Master Teacher, Mentally Retarded,
Learning Disability, Middle School
Math, Middle School Language Arts
History, English
Business Education, Math

9
18
30
29
4

Note: Demographic data taken from the district human resource department information
Four of the alternative school teachers interviewed held master’s-level
certification, with one teacher holding a bachelor’s degree. Years of experience ranged
from 4 years to 30 years. Two alternative school teachers had 29 or more years of
experience. The teachers were certified in all the required areas of endorsement to teach
the core curriculum required by MDE for regular high schools and alternative schools.
The one area of certification this group did not have was Science.
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The five teacher respondents were representative of the total faculty. These
teachers comprised one third of the faculty at this school. The teachers were certified in
all the core curriculum areas as the full faculty except science. Teacher respondents’
years of experience were comparable to the experience of the total faculty in alternative
and regular school teaching experiences. Multiple endorsements were held by both
groups of teachers. The alternative school teachers’ college or university levels were
closely matched to the full faculty.
The demographic information of the five alternative teachers generated by self
reporting is depicted in Table 3. Table 3 references the survey questions in the left-hand
column and the alternative teachers’ (AT) in the right-hand columns.
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Table 3
Demographics of the Five Alternative Teachers Generated by Self-Reporting
AT1
Certification

AA Math
AA Elem.
Ed.

AT2

AT3

AA Elem. Ed.
AA English as a AA SPED
Second Language

AT4
AA English,
AA History and
gifted

AT5
A Business, A
Math

Experience (in
years)

10

18

28

29

4

Grades taught

8–12

1–8

9–12

3 and 7–12

6–10

Grades teaching

8–12

7 and 8

High school

9–12

Subjects
currently
teaching

Math

Language Arts

All

English, Social
Studies, and
Gifted

No

No

6–8
Math, PreAlgebra, and
Transition to
Algebra
Yes

10

2

4 1/2

10

2

5–6

None

Professional
development
sessions, 3 or 4

0

10–12

3 or 4

1

4–6

3 or 4

Yes
No
Alternative Route
Years in this
5
1
school
Alternative school
5
1
experience
Classes with
Several,
2
major focus on
cannot recall
Alternative Ed.
Alternative school
professional
3
None
development
sessions
Students you
None to my
taught at this
Do not know
knowledge
school that
dropped out
African
Caucasian
Ethnicity
American
Female
Female
Gender

4 1/2

Caucasian

Caucasian

Caucasian

Female

Female

Male

Five alternative school teachers consented and responded to the alternative school
teacher’s demographic survey. The teachers held four AA Class endorsements and one A
Class endorsements. Two of the responding teachers entered the teaching profession
through the alternate route, with three teachers receiving certification through the
traditional route. The teachers’ years of experience ranged from 4 to 30 years with a
46

combined total of approximately 90 years. Alternative school teaching experience totaled
22 1/2 years as indicated by the responding teachers. All of the alternative school
teaching experience had been in this school. The alternative school teachers had taught in
grades 1–12 and were presently teaching grades 6–12. Certifications/endorsements of
alternative school teachers included by areas 2 Math, 2 Elementary Education, 1 English
as a Second Language, 1 History, 2 English, 1 Business Education, 1 Mentally Retarded,
1 Learning Disability, 1 Middle School Math, and 1 Middle School Language Arts. The
number of classes taken that focused on alternative education varied with 6 as the highest
number of classes taken and the least being none. Also, the teacher respondent group
members indicated that they knew students who dropped out after attending the
alternative school. The teachers’ reporting of years of experience differed slightly from
the report retrieved from the district data. The difference may be contributed to private
school experience that is not calculated by MDE.
Teachers’ Responses to the Interview Protocol
Five alternative school teachers consented to be interviewed at the school. The
questions on the interview protocol for the alternative school teachers were constructed
using the NDPC’s 11 most effective strategies for alternative schools to decrease the
number of dropouts and increase graduation rates. The protocol was approved by the
IRB.
The alternative school teacher respondents are identified by the predetermined
code, AT (Alternative Teacher). Five teachers at the alternative school were asked to
respond to several questions on the interview protocol that referenced class size and
student–teacher ratios in the school and individual classes. In Table 4 the left-hand
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column represents the teacher respondents at the alternative school. The right-hand
column represents the teachers’ responses related to low ratio of students to teacher
(NDPC’s strategy 1).
Table 4
Teachers’ Responses to the Low Ratio of Students to Teachers (1)
AT

Low ratio of students to teacher (1:10)

“School ratio 1:10”
AT1 “Class ratio is 10 or so”
“In my class it was 1:6 for one class and 1:12 in another”
AT2 “18 total, I taught last year in my class”
“1:10 or less in the school”
AT3 “5 to 10 in class”
“School, an average of 1:6”
AT4 “Class varies from week to week”
“We had 9 in each class most of the year (too many with their kind of behavior). Before
last year, we had between 2 and 6 in each class. This year we got a lot more, about 9 in
AT5
each class.”

Teachers at this alternative school responded to the question pertaining to
student–teacher ratios in classes. Teachers indicated that most of their classes were within
the 1:10 ratio. However, classes varied from year to year, week to week, and class to
class. During some years, the ratio was as low as 1:6 and as high 1:18 students in one
class.
Teachers at the alternative school were asked to respond to several questions on
the protocol that referenced highly structured schools and classrooms and the existence of
behavior management plans or strategies (regular and systematic school procedures). In
Table 5 the left-hand column represents the teacher respondents at the alternative school.
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The right-hand column represents the teachers’ responses related to highly structured
school and classrooms with behavior management (NDPC’s strategy 2).
Table 5
Teachers’ Responses to Highly Structured Schools and Classroom (2)
AT

Highly structured schools and classrooms with behavior management

AT1

“Motivational speakers, plans for the future surveys, off-site dropout preventions
workshop”

AT2

“Students have a regular daily routine and schedule. Teachers help them adhere to
appropriate behavior.”

AT3

“Behavior ‘hacking, points system’”

AT4

“Wearing uniforms, having set schedules and routines, prohibiting the students from
bringing in cell phones, iPods and other detracting devices”

AT5

“We teach and re-teach. Assess, and reassess. We let them retake most of their tests.”

The teachers at this alternative school gave a variety of statements pertaining to
the highly structured school and classrooms with behavior management. Responses
included daily routines and schedules, students in uniforms, student surveys, and dropout
prevention workshops. Also, teachers helped students adhere to appropriate behavior.
Teachers at the alternative school were asked to respond to several questions on
the protocol that referenced attempts to help students change negative behavior (conflict
resolution, comprehensive curriculum, personal and social adjustment, problem solving,
teamwork, self-sufficiency skills). In Table 6, the left-hand column represents the teacher
respondents at the alternative school. The right-hand column represents the teachers’
responses related to attempts to help students change negative behavior (NDPC’s strategy
3).
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Table 6
Teachers’ Responses to Attempts to Help Students Change Negative Behavior (3)
AT
AT1

Attempts to help students change negative behavior
“Weekly counseling, anti-bullying plan, and an officer on duty”

AT2

“Student loss points for inappropriate behavior. Students are expelled for violent
behavior. I have not witnessed violent behavior at this school.”

AT3

“Point system”

AT4

“To a great extent the presence of our police officer and teachers’ constant awareness of
possible volatile behavior helps create a secure environment.”

AT5

“We should have a full-time counselor that can meet with these kids more often.”

Teachers at this alternative school indicated that the weekly counseling sessions,
an officer on duty and teachers’ presence are attempts to help students change negative
behavior. A point system with the gaining of points for appropriate behavior and loss of
points for inappropriate behavior was viewed by the teachers as a strategy to change
negative behavior. The theme of the point system recurred many times in the teachers’
perspectives. The awareness by teachers of possible negative behavior is a strong
deterrent as responses indicated. One teacher responded that a full-time counselor should
be on duty at the alternative school daily. Presently, the counselor conducted sessions
with students in the alternative school one day per week.
Teachers at the alternative school were asked to respond to several questions on
the protocol that referenced individual behavior interventions (plans for each student with
behavior issues and promoting positive social attitudes and effective interpersonal skills).
In Table 7, the left-hand column represents the teacher respondents at the alternative

50

school. The right-hand column represents the teachers’ responses related to individual
behavior interventions (NDPC’s strategy 4).
Table 7
Teachers’ Responses to Individual Behavior Interventions (4)
AT
AT1

Individual behavior interventions

AT2

“Yes plans put in place by the principal and teachers to correct and rewards for good
behavior”
“The students are on a point system to earn points to go back to their home schools.”

AT3

No comments

AT4

“Points are added at first, with a second write-up the students are suspended and so
forth.”
“We use the pink sheet, marking good and bad behavior. Students see a counselor about
once per week. We also take or give points.”

AT5

Teachers indicated that behavior plans were developed by the teachers and the
principal. However, teachers did not indicate individual behavior plans that may be
different from the general student body.
Teachers at the alternative school were asked to respond to several questions on
the protocol that referenced flexibility and autonomy in terms of scheduling (school day,
interventions, and meeting specific students’ needs). In Table 8, the left-hand column
represents the teacher respondents at the alternative school. The right-hand column
represents the teachers’ responses to flexibility and autonomy in terms of schedules
(NDPC’s strategy 5).
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Table 8
Teachers’ Responses to Flexibility and Autonomy in Terms of Schedules (5)
AT
AT1
AT2
AT3
AT4
AT5

Flexibility and autonomy in terms of schedules
“No.”
“Yes, there were two students in the intervention process.”
No comments
“Yes, for example, when we have guest speakers, we (high school teachers) put our
heads together and rework the schedules so that the students will not miss class.”
No comments

The alternative school teachers indicated that there were interventions
implemented in the alternative school. Teachers also worked together to rearrange
schedules to alleviate loss of instructional time for the students. One teacher, however,
indicated that there was no flexibility and autonomy in terms of schedules, and two did
not respond.
Teachers at the alternative school were asked to respond to several questions on
the protocol that referenced social skills instruction (promote social and personal growth,
career development, and civic responsibility). In Table 9, the left-hand column represents
the teacher respondents at the alternative school. The right-hand column represents the
teachers’ responses related to social skills instruction (NDPC’s strategy 6).
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Table 9
Teachers’ Responses to Social Skills Instruction (6)
AT
AT1
AT2
AT3
AT4
AT5

Social skills instruction
“School assembly programs where students perform before audiences and role playing”
“A counselor is provided to meet with students. Teachers provide positive feedback to
students and regular expectations to act appropriately.”
“Successful classroom experiences, programs, speakers, and helpers.”
“The students are given praise, awards, even stickers, which are amazing the high school
student love. I always treat my students like young ladies and gentlemen.”
“We have numerous motivational speakers throughout the year. The kids are in charge of
the Black History Program and have done a superb job.”

Teachers indicated that several strategies are implemented in this school to
address social skills instruction. The counselor provided social skills training along with
teachers, and specific activities in the alternative school addressed social skills. Further,
teachers responded that positive feedback, motivational speakers, and programs were
used to provide social skills instruction.
Teachers at the alternative school were asked to respond to several questions on
the protocol that referenced specialized staff development (innovative targeted training
and techniques). In Table 10, the left-hand column represents the teacher respondents at
the alternative school. The right-hand column represents teachers’ responses related to
specialized staff development (NDPC’s strategy 7)
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Table 10
Teachers’ Responses to Specialized Staff Development (7)
AT
AT1
AT2
AT3
AT4
AT5

Specialized staff development (innovated targeted training and techniques)
“No”
“Yes, we receive some professional development on how unique alternative schools
compared to other schools.”
“No”
“Informally on a daily basis, formally every few months. With our small faculty, for instance,
we will meet after the students left and brain storm about issues. Example: We have separated
students when there is a problem. We also passed around books.”
“Very little, a couple of professional development sessions on different personalities, but
none specific on alternative schools.”

The perception of teachers in this alternative school was that specific staff
development on alternative school strategies was very little to none. Two teachers did
indicate that staff development was provided formally and informally with after school
sessions among alternative school teachers.
Teachers at the alternative school were asked to respond to several questions on
the protocol that referenced a caring faculty committed to alternative education
(committed to teaching at-risk students, teachers’ choice, and positively supports
individual differences). In Table 11, the left-hand column represents the teacher
respondents at the alternative school. The right-hand column represents teachers’
responses related to a caring faculty committed to alternative education (NDPC’s strategy
8).
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Table 11
Teachers’ Responses to a Caring Faculty Committed to Alternative Education (8)
AT
AT1

AT2
AT3
AT4
AT5

A caring faculty committed to alternative education (committed to teaching at-risk
students, teacher choice, and positively supports individual differences)
“They are cared for as if our own. They are praised and motivated. Yes, like family, very
much so. They do want to leave this school because of the positive impact and feeling of
accomplishment. Teachers buy things out-of-pocket; create activities, set up rewards out of
pocket.”
“I feel all faculty members want to help the students and provide opportunities for students to
be successful. All the teachers are committed to help the students be successful. They plan
lessons and activities that are stimulating and engaging.”
“Yes, one hundred percent.”
“Yes, this school has the most hard working, dedicated staff I have ever encountered. Many
times we intuitively know when a child is experiencing problems. We open the door for
discussion and listening.”
“Yes, one hundred percent committed. The bigger class sizes made it harder to teach.
Teachers contact parents, get to know the students, share real life applications, and keep the
class focused on learning.”

The alternative school teachers all agreed that teachers were caring and
committed at a high degree. Teachers cited several examples: all faculty members wanted
to help students succeed, most of the staff was hard working and dedicated, and students
did not want to leave this school. One-hundred percent commitment to the alternative
education of the students was the theme that occurred in this table.
Teachers at the alternative school were asked to respond to several questions on
the protocol that referenced a clear reason for existence (mission, vision, and existence).
In Table 12, the left-hand column represents the teacher respondents at the alternative
school. The right-hand column represents teachers’ responses related to a clear reason for
existence (NDPC’s strategy 9).
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Table 12
AT
AT1
AT2
AT3
AT4
AT5

Teachers’ Responses to Clear Reason for Existence (9)
Clear reason for existence (mission, vision, reason for existence)
“Yes”
“It allows the students to have a chance to restart their lives and make better choices.”
“Yes”
“Yes”
“Yes to help students.”

Three teachers responded with an answer of yes to the school having a clear
reason for existing. Two teachers responded with additional comments. All responses
were positive.
Teachers at the alternative school were asked to respond to several questions on
the protocol that referenced a strong sense of community and belonging fostered and
developed by the school (collective support for the school, family engagement, and
caring environment). In Table 13, the left-hand column represents the teacher
respondents at the alternative school. The right-hand column represents teachers’
responses related to a strong sense of community and belonging fostered and developed
by the school (NDPC’s strategy 10).
Table 13
Teachers’ Responses to a Strong Sense of Community and Belonging (10)
AT
Strong sense of community and belonging fostered and developed by the school
AT1 “Students tell us, you are like a mother.”
“One high school teacher gave a student a framed picture and a poem to let him know she
AT2
cared about him.”
AT3 No comments
“Using planning periods to help a student who needs further help in a subject, keeping in
AT4 touch with parents on a regular basis, sometimes calling a parent, just to say how well the
student is doing, buying teaching aids and books with our own money.”
AT5 “Being prepared to keep the class focused.”
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Four alternative school teachers shared comments on the sense of community and
belonging at this alternative school. One teacher did not answer the question. However,
alternative teacher 4 (AT4) gave several examples to provide insight into the types of
strategies teachers used in this alternative school to provide a positive climate. One such
example involved taking personal funds to buy supplies for students.
Teachers at the alternative school were asked to respond to several questions on
the protocol that referenced attempts to build student confidence and dignity (peer
mentoring, public speaking, and student governance). In Table 14, the left-hand column
represents the teacher respondents at the alternative school. The right-hand column
represents teachers’ responses related to attempts to build students’ confidence and
dignity (NDPC’s strategy 11).
Table 14
Teachers’ Responses to Attempts to Build Student Confidence and Dignity (11)
AT
AT1
AT2
AT3
AT4
AT5

Attempts to build student confidence and dignity (peer mentoring, public speaking,
student governance)
No comments
“Peers were allowed and encouraged to help each other. In my class they were
encouraged to collaborate and use cooperative learning.”
“Programs given by the students.”
“For SOAR points the high school students work with the elementary students.”
“Kids in SOAR often mentor other students.”

Four teachers shared several activities that they felt were examples of peer
mentoring and public speaking. The SOAR incentive program was mentioned twice, each
with reference to alternative school students mentoring other students. The programs
given by the students provided public speaking activities as indicated by one teacher. One
teacher did not comment on attempts to build student confidence and dignity.
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The NDPC supports 11 most effective strategies for alternative school to decrease
the dropout rate and increase the graduation rate. Table 15 depicts the implementation of
those strategies as perceived by the five alternative school teachers that responded to the
IRB-approved alternative school interview protocol. The table shows the NDPC’s most
effective strategies for alternative schools in the left-hand column and the alternative
school teachers’ indication of evidence of the implementation of the strategies in the
right-hand column.
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Table 15
Evidence of the NDPC’s Strategies’ Implementation as Perceived by Teachers
1.
2.
3.

4.

5.
6.

7.
8.

9.

NDPC’s Strategies
AT1
Low ratio of students to teachers
Yes
Highly structured schools and classrooms
Yes
with behavior management
Attempts to help students change
negative behavior patterns (conflict
resolution, comprehensive curriculum,
Yes
personal and social adjustment, problem
solving, teamwork, self-sufficiency
skills)
Individualized behavior interventions
(plans for each student with behavior
No evidence
issues, promotes positive social attitudes,
and effective interpersonal skills)
Flexibility and autonomy in terms of
schedules (school day, interventions, and
Yes
meeting specific student needs)
Social skills instruction (service
learning), promotes personal and social
Yes
growth, career development, civic
responsibility
Specialized staff development (innovated
No evidence
targeted training and techniques)
A caring faculty committed to alternative
education (committed to teaching at risk
Yes
students, teacher choice, and positively
supports individual differences)
Clear reason for existence (mission,
Yes
vision, reason for existence)

AT2
Yes

AT3
Yes

AT4
Yes

AT5
Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No evidence

Yes

No
evidence

Yes

No evidence

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No evidence

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

10. Strong sense of community and
belonging fostered and developed by the
school (collective support for the school,
family engagement, caring environment)

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

11. Attempts to build student confidence and
dignity (peer mentoring, public speaking,
student governance)

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

The alternative school teachers’ responses indicated three strategies that may not
have been present. Individualized behavior interventions (plans for each student with
behavior issues) promote positive social attitudes, and effective interpersonal skills. Only
two teachers indicated that they were aware of these plans. One teacher did not comment
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on the presence of flexibility and autonomy in scheduling. Lastly, two teachers responded
that specialized staff development was not present in this school. Seven of the NDPC’s
most effective strategies for alternative schools were present as indicated by the teachers.
Analysis of Data
Data analysis for this case study of one alternative school centered on the coding
of data by the researcher collected from teacher interviews. The researcher served as the
major instrument in this study. Interview data provided the teachers’ perspectives of
alternative school strategies used in this alternative school. The themes to categorize the
perspectives of teachers fall within the three determined frameworks: students’ skills,
teacher quality, and culture and climate. These three framework areas were generated
using the NDPC’s 11 most effective strategies for alternative schools to decrease dropout
and increase graduation rates. The process included coding-specific themes and
unexpected themes, analyzing themes into a form to facilitate analysis, and verifying the
themes and drawing conclusions. A comparison was made from the themes occurring
between and among the respondent group of teachers. In order to identify differences and
commonalities, any unexpected themes were further examined in a follow-up interview.
Data were analyzed from all interviews and the researcher’s field notes. Teachers’
credentials; and dropout information and professional developments plans served as
support data. Yin (1989) suggested using as many as six different types of information in
a case study. After the completion of the data analysis, a final narrative report was made.
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Secondary Research Questions
In response to the secondary research questions 1 through 3, the following tables
are presented regarding responses to the IRB-approved Alternative School Teacher
Interview Protocol.
Research Question 1 How are strategies that build student skills used?
This alternative school employs a total of 15 teachers at this school. Five teachers
consented to be interviewed describing their experiences at this alternative school. In
Table 16, the number in the left-hand column represents each alternative school teacher.
The right-hand column represents the alternative teachers’ responses to this question.
Table 16
Teachers’ Responses to Strategies That Build Student Skills
AT

Research Question 1: How are the strategies that build student skills used?
Student–teacher ratio was suitable; teachers use the same state framework objectives and
AT1 pacing guides as the regular schools; students receive more personal attention.
Students have regular daily routines; adhere to the school behavior plans; students
AT2 encouraged to collaborate and use cooperative learning; allow students to serve as peer
tutors; follows the state benchmark each nine week; and individual student interventions.
Students keep pace since they experience the same curriculum as is used at the regular
AT3 school.
Low student–teacher ratio more productive; ratio varies from week to week giving
students more time for teacher consultation periodically; low teacher–student alleviate
students getting lost in the classroom; having set schedules and routines decrease student
AT4
detractions; teacher rework schedules to decrease instructional time loss; discovered
course work is more rigorous than regular school.
Student–teacher ratio of 10:1 is too many for the type of student behaviors; teach and reteach, assess and reassess; teach the state objectives, get tests from regular school; regular
AT5 school teachers model some teaching strategies; kids in the SOAR program mentor other
students and all teachers address inappropriate behavior.
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Four teachers’ responses were in line with the NDPC’s recommended 10:1
student–teacher ratio as being an effective strategy for the alternative school, while one
respondent disagreed with the NDPC recommendation. Five teachers indicated that the
alternative school used the same curriculum as the students in the regular school. All
respondents indicated an incentive program to encourage students. Two teachers
mentioned individual interventions for students. The themes that emerged from the
teachers’ responses indicated a team approach to building student skills with
collaboration between regular and alternative school teachers and the use and sharing of
curricula, assessments, and teaching strategies. Themes occurring with building students
skills were Students Receiving Opportunities to Achieve Rewards (SOAR) an incentive
program designed and implemented in the school. Also, team work, collaboration, and
cooperation among staff, students, and parents were present.
Research Question 2 How are the strategies that support teacher quality used?
Five alternative school teachers responded to the IRB-approved Alternative
School Teacher Interview Protocol describing their perceptions of the teacher quality
strategies used in the school. In Table 17, the number in the left-hand column represents
each alternative school teacher. The right-hand column represents the alternative
teachers’ responses.
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Table 17
Teachers’ Responses to Strategies That Promote Teacher Quality
AT

Research Question 2: How are the strategies that promote teacher quality used?
No specialized professional development in the alternative school; teacher–student ratio of
AT1 1:10.
No specialized professional development in the alternative school; some professional
development on how unique alternative schools are compared to regular schools; teachers are
AT2
highly qualified; all teacher are committed to alternative education; and teachers use the state
benchmarks each nine-week period as regular school teachers.
No specialized professional development in the alternative school; teacher–student ratio 1:10;
AT3 same curriculum plans
Informal professional development with the small faculty daily, formally every few months;
AT4 teachers work in teams and are dedicated.
Very little specialized professional development; a couple of professional development
AT5 sessions on different personalities; no professional development on alternative school;
teachers 100% committed; teachers are prepared to keep class focused on learning.

Four teachers’ responses indicated that there was no specialized professional
development in the alternative school. However, two teachers indicated that there were
informal and formal professional developments. One teacher said, “There is no
professional development on alternative schools.” “Teachers are 100% committed,” AT5
said. Two teachers responded that the state curriculum framework objectives were used.
The theme that emerged from teachers’ responses was a lack of specialized staff
development (innovated and targeted activities) for teachers who teach at the alternative
school.
Research Question 3 How are the strategies that promote a positive school culture
and climate used?
Five alternative school teachers responded to the IRB-approved Alternative
School Teacher Interview Protocol describing their perceptions of the teacher quality
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strategies used in the school. In Table 18, the number in the left-hand column represents
each alternative school teacher. The right-hand column represents the alternative
teachers’ responses.
Table 18
Teachers’ Responses to Strategies That Promote a Positive School Culture and Climate
AT
AT1

AT2

AT3

AT4

AT5

Research Question 3: How are the strategies that promote a
positive school culture and climate used?
Teachers care for, praise, and motivate; students achieve better in small groups; teachers buy
things out of pocket; school incentive program (SOAR); the school has a motto and creed;
teacher developed class rules; a point system is in place.
Yes, a strong sense of community and belonging is fostered at the school; comradery and sense
of family among faculty and students; yes, there is a clear reason for existing in the school; a
chance to restart and make better decisions; teachers plan lessons that are stimulating and
engaging; regular daily routines and schedules in place; students are on a point system; a
counselor meets with student once weekly; teachers provide positive feedback; students
collaborate and use cooperative learning; anti bullying and social skills lessons taught
Behavior hacking, a points system rewards good behavior; programs; helpers; motivational
speakers; successful classroom experiences; student lead programs
The hard working dedicated staff provides a sense of inclusion; teacher open doors for
discussion and listening; students wear uniforms; no electronic devices allowed; school officer
is on site; teachers are awareness of volatile behavior; speakers; students praised, rewards,
(SOAR) incentive program, peer tutoring, and parent conferences used in this school.
Teachers and staff monitor halls; Contacting parents; Teacher get to know the students; student
see counselors once per week; numerous motivational speakers come to the school; Student
lead programs , SOAR incentive program, student mentors, staff correct students, and teachers
model appropriate behavior in the school; numerous parent–teacher conferences are held.

Five teachers’ responses indicated a point system was in place as part of an
incentive program. Counseling is provided once a week was the response of two teachers.
Student lead assembly programs provided public speaking and governance as indicated
by teachers’ responses. All of the teachers referenced SOAR a school-level incentive
program that rewards and provides opportunities to gain points to return back to the
regular school through participating in peer tutoring, positively mentoring younger
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students, and assisting staff with tasks. Several themes emerged pertaining to culture and
climate of the school. Teachers were adamant in reference to their commitment to the
students and school. Motivation was seen to be a strong strategy for teachers and
students. Instruction was planned to engage and provide opportunities for success for
students. There were three themes that reemerged—the school-wide incentive program,
teamwork, and cooperation and collaboration among administration, teachers of the
regular school and alternative school, students, and parents.
The primary and secondary research questions and the themes that emerged from
the participants’ group responses to the research questions in this study are depicted in
Table 19. In Table 19, the left-hand column represents the research questions of the
study. The right-hand column represents themes that emerged from the teachers’
responses.
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Table 19
Research Questions and Themes Emerged from Teachers’ Responses
Research Questions
Themes
Primary Research Question: How are dropout 1. Low student–teacher ratios
prevention strategies used in this alternative 2. Same curriculum frameworks as regular school
school?
3. Collaboration and cooperation among administrators,
schools, teachers, students, and parents
4. A school-level incentive program
5. Motivational activities with students’ governance
6. A faculty that is caring and highly committed to
alternative education
Research Question 1: How are strategies that 1. A team approach to building student skills with
build student skills used?
collaboration between regular and alternative school
2. Alternative teachers and regular teachers use the same
curriculum frameworks.
3. Teachers use some of the same assessments and teaching
strategies as the regular schools.
4. A school-level incentive program (SOAR) designed and
implemented in the school
5. The presence of team work, collaboration, and
cooperation among staff, students, and parents
Research Question 2: How are the strategies 1. Limited specialized staff development (innovated and
that promote teacher quality used?
targeted activities) for teachers who teach at the
alternative school
Research Question 3: How are the strategies 1. A perceived high level of commitment by teachers
that promote a positive school culture used? 2. Instruction planned to engage and provide opportunities
for success for students
3. The implementation of a school-wide incentive program
4. The presence of teamwork, cooperation, and
collaboration among staff, parents, and regular and
alternative school teachers
5. Student-led activities

Data from Theoretical Framework Perspective
The NDPC (2003) suggested that dropout prevention is everyone’s problem.
Therefore, a systemic renewal is necessary to solve this problem. The NDPC supported
several effective alternative school strategies to prevent dropouts and increase the
graduation rates. The systemic renewal of schools includes early interventions, school
community collaboration, basic core strategies, and instructional practice. Further, the
NDPC (2007) identified several best alternative school strategies to promote the renewal:
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Highly structured schools and classrooms with behavior classroom
management



Individualized behavior interventions



Attempts to build student confidence and dignity (peer mentoring, public
speaking, student governance)



Attempts to help students change negative behavior patterns (conflict
resolution, comprehensive curriculum, personal and social adjustment,
problem solving, teamwork, self-sufficiency skills)



Social skills instruction (service learning)



Low ratio of students to teachers (1:10)



Specialized staff development



A caring faculty committed to alternative education



Clear reason for existence (mission, vision, reason for existence)



Strong sense of community and belonging fostered and developed by the
school



Sense of community (service learning)

The alternative school individual teacher’s responses to the interview protocol as
related to the NDPC’s most effective strategies for alternative schools are shown in the
following tables. Tables 20 through 24 show the NDPC’s most effective strategies for
alternative schools in the left-hand column and the AT responses in the right-hand
column.
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Table 20
Alternative Teacher 1 Responses to the NDPC’s Strategies
NDPC most effective strategies for
alternative schools
1. Low ratio of students to teachers (1:10)
2. Highly structured schools and classrooms with
behavior management
3. Attempts to help students change negative
behavior patterns (conflict resolution,
comprehensive curriculum, personal and social
adjustment, problem solving, teamwork, selfsufficiency skills)
4. Individualized behavior interventions (plans for
each student with behavior issues, promotes
positive social attitudes, and effective
interpersonal skills)
5. Flexibility and autonomy in terms of schedules
(school day, interventions, and meeting specific
student needs)
6. Social skills instruction (service learning),
promotes personal and social growth, career
development, civic responsibility
7. Specialized staff development (innovated
targeted training and techniques)
8. A caring faculty committed to alternative
education (committed to teaching at-risk
students, teacher choice, and positively supports
individual differences)
9. Clear reason for existence (mission, vision,
reason for existence)
10. Strong sense of community and belonging
fostered and developed by the school (collective
support for the school, family engagement,
caring environment)
11. Attempts to build student confidence and dignity
(peer mentoring, public speaking, student
governance)

AT1
“10 or so”
“Motivational speakers, plans for the future surveys,
off-site dropout preventions workshop”
“Weekly counseling, anti-bullying plan, and an
officer on duty. Class and school rules put together
by staff. Parent phone calls and logs for visits.”
“Yes, plan put in place by the principal and teachers
to correct and reward for good behavior.”
“No”
“Yes, in class classroom as opportunity presents
itself.”
“No”
“They are cared for as if our own, praised and
motivated.”
“Yes”
“Students tell us, you are like a mother.”

“School assembly programs where students perform
before an audience and role playing.”
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Table 21
Alternative Teacher 2 Responses to the NDPC’s Strategies
NDPC most effective strategies for alternative
schools
1. Low ratio of students to teachers (1:10)
2. Highly structured schools and classrooms
with behavior management
3. Attempts to help students change negative
behavior patterns (conflict resolution,
comprehensive curriculum, personal and
social adjustment, problem solving,
teamwork, self-sufficiency skills)
4. Individualized behavior interventions (plans
for each student with behavior issues,
promotes positive social attitudes, and
effective interpersonal skills)
5. Flexibility and autonomy in terms of
schedules (school day, interventions, and
meeting specific student needs)
6. Social skills instruction (service learning),
promotes personal and social growth, career
development, civic responsibility
7. Specialized staff development (innovated
targeted training and techniques)
8.

A caring faculty committed to alternative
education (committed to teaching at-risk
students, teacher choice, and positively
supports individual differences)
9. Clear reason for existence (mission, vision,
reason for existence)
10. Strong sense of community and belonging
fostered and developed by the school
(collective support for the school, family
engagement, caring environment)
11. Attempts to build student confidence and
dignity (peer mentoring, public speaking,
student governance)

AT2
18 total, I taught last year
“Students have a regular daily routine and schedule.
Teachers help them adhere to appropriate behavior.”
“Students loss points for inappropriate behavior.
Students are expelled for violent behavior. I have not
witnessed violence.”
“There are two students in the TIER Intervention. A
counselor is provided to meet with the students.
Teachers provide positive feedback to students and
regular expectations to act appropriately.”
The students are on a point system to earn points to go
back to their home school.
“Yes, there were two students in the intervention
process.”
“Yes, we receive some professional development on
how unique alternative schools are compared to
regular schools.”
“In this school there is comradery and sense of family
among faculty and students. The teachers are highly
qualified and provide opportunities for students to be
successful.”
“It allows the students to have a chance to restart their
lives and make better decisions.”
“One high school teacher gave a student a framed
picture and a poem to let him know she cared about
him.”
“Peers were allowed and encouraged to help each
other. In my class they were encouraged to collaborate
and use cooperative learning.”
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Table 22
Alternative Teacher 3 Responses to the NDPC’s Strategies
NDPC most effective strategies for alternative
AT3
schools
1. Low ratio of students to teachers (1:10)
“Five to ten students in the class; 1:10 or less in the
school.”
2. Highly structured schools and classrooms
“Behavior hacking and a points system.”
with behavior management
3. Attempts to help students change negative
“Same curriculum plans used.”
behavior patterns (conflict resolution,
comprehensive curriculum, personal and
social adjustment, problem solving,
teamwork, self-sufficiency skills)
4. Individualized behavior interventions (plans No response
for each student with behavior issues,
promotes positive social attitudes, and
effective interpersonal skills)
5. Flexibility and autonomy in terms of
No response
schedules (school day, interventions, and
meeting specific student needs)
6. Social skills instruction (service learning),
“Social skills instruction by counselor and held in
promotes personal and social growth, career confidence.”
development, civic responsibility
7. Specialized staff development (innovated
“No special training to teach at the alternative school;
targeted training and techniques)
no specialized professional development.”
8. A caring faculty committed to alternative
“Teachers are 100% committed to working in this
education (committed to teaching at-risk
school.”
students, teacher choice, and positively
supports individual differences)
9. Clear reason for existence (mission, vision, No response
reason for existence)
10. Strong sense of community and belonging
“Few explicit rules”
fostered and developed by the school
(collective support for the school, family
engagement, caring environment)
11. Attempts to build student confidence and
“Successful classroom experiences, programs,
dignity (peer mentoring, public speaking,
speakers and helpers; programs given by students.”
student governance)
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Table 23
Alternative Teacher 4 Responses to the NDPC’s Strategies

1.

NDPC most effective strategies for
alternative schools
Low ratio of students to teachers (1:10)

AT4

An average of 1–6; class sizes varies from week to week;
“I never had more than 10 in a class.”
2. Highly structured schools and classrooms “Students wearing uniforms; having set schedules and
with behavior management
routines; and prohibiting the students from bringing in
cell phones, iPods, and other distracting devices”; “we
have discovered that our course work is even more
rigorous than the home school; with the low student to
teacher ratio, it is impossible to hide in corners and not
participate.”
3. Attempts to help students change negative “To a great extent, the presence of our Police officer and
behavior patterns (conflict resolution,
teachers constant awareness of possible volatile behavior
comprehensive curriculum, personal and helps create a secure environment.”
social adjustment, problem solving,
teamwork, self-sufficiency skills)
4. Individualized behavior interventions
“Points are added at first, with second write-up the
(plans for each student with behavior
students are suspended, and so forth.”
issues, promotes positive social attitudes,
and effective interpersonal skills)
5. Flexibility and autonomy in terms of
“When we have a guest speaker, we (the high school
schedules (school day, interventions, and teachers) put our heads together and rework the schedule
meeting specific student needs)
so that the students will not miss a class; never developed
interventions, but implemented them.”
6. Social skills instruction (service learning), “I have noticed my fellow teachers (along with me)
promotes personal and social growth,
enforce proper table manners during meals.”
career development, civic responsibility
7. Specialized staff development (innovated Informally on a daily basis; formally every few months.
targeted training and techniques)
With our small faculty, for instance, we meet after the
students have left and brain storm about issues; we have
separated student when there is a problem; we have also
passed around books.
8. A caring faculty committed to alternative This school has the most hard working, dedicated staff I
education (committed to teaching at-risk have ever encountered; many times we intuitively know
students, teacher choice, and positively
when the child is experiencing problems; we open the
supports individual differences)
door for discussion and listening.
9. Clear reason for existence (mission, vision, Yes, to help students believe in themselves.
reason for existence)
10. Strong sense of community and belonging We have speakers throughout the year. Teachers and
fostered and developed by the school
staff are in the halls before school starts encouraging the
(collective support for the school, family students.
engagement, caring environment)
11. Attempts to build student confidence and We have numerous motivational speakers throughout the
dignity (peer mentoring, public speaking, year. The kids are in charge of the Black History
student governance)
Program and have done a superb job.
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Table 24
Alternative Teacher 5 Responses to the NDPC’s Strategies

1.

NDPC most effective strategies for
alternative schools
Low ratio of students to teachers (1:10)

AT5

We had about nine in each class most of the year; too
many with their kind of behavior; before this year we
had 2–6 in each class. This year we had a lot more,
about 9 in each class. We had too many this year. In my
opinion, 6 should be tops.
2. Highly structured schools and classrooms
We teach, re-teach, assess and reassess. We let them
with behavior management
retake most of their tests. We teach the same objectives
as the home schools. We often get tests from the home
schools and they model what we are teaching.
3. Individualized behavior interventions (plans We use pink sheets marking good behavior. Students see
for each student with behavior issues,
a counselor about once per week. We also take or give
promotes positive social attitudes, and
points. We cannot see anything being done about bad
effective interpersonal skills)
marks in the pink book. There are numerous parentteacher conferences to develop interventions. However,
most of our parents do not seem to be able to enforce
any rules.
4. Flexibility and autonomy in terms of
No response
schedules (school day, interventions, and
meeting specific student needs)
5. Social skills instruction (service learning),
All the teachers and staff correct students. When two
promotes personal and social growth , career adults are talking, we try to let students understand that
development, civic responsibility
interrupting is a bad choice.
6. Specialized staff development (innovated
Very little special training to teach at the alternative
targeted training, and techniques)
school. A couple of professional development sessions
on different personalities, but non- specific on the
alternative processes.
7. A caring faculty committed to alternative
Examples of teachers caring, contacting parents, getting
education (committed to teaching at risk
to know the students, students and teachers sharing real
students, teacher choice, and positively
life experiences. Teachers committed 100%. The bigger
supports individual differences)
class sizes this past year made it very difficult to teach.
Teachers are committed to teaching and make a positive
learning environment. Teachers are prepared to keep the
class focused on learning.
8. Clear reason for existence (mission, vision, Yes, to help students believe in themselves.
reason for existence)
9. Strong sense of community and belonging
We have speakers throughout the year. Teachers and
fostered and developed by the school
staff are in the halls before school starts encouraging the
(collective support for the school, family
students.
engagement, caring environment)
10. Attempts to build student confidence and
We have numerous motivational speakers throughout
dignity (peer mentoring, public speaking,
the year. The kids are in charge of the Black History
student governance)
Program and have done a superb job.
11. Attempts to build student confidence and
We have numerous motivational speakers throughout
dignity (peer mentoring, public speaking,
the year. The kids are in charged of the Black History
student, and student governance
program and have done a superb job.
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Summary of Research Questions with Reference to the Theoretical Framework
The NDPC supports several alternative school strategies to prevent student
dropout and increase graduation rates. The alternative school strategies are derived from
NDPC’s 15 most effective strategies for dropout prevention (NDPC, 2007). The NDPC
supports 11 most effective strategies for alternative schools to decrease dropouts and
increase graduation rates. The theoretical framework for this research was based on the
NDPC’s 11 most effective strategies for alternative schools. The primary research
question was as follows: How are dropout prevention strategies used in this alternative
school? The three secondary research questions were as follows: (a) How are strategies
that build student skills used in this school? (b) How are strategies that promote teacher
quality used? (c) How are strategies that promote a positive school culture and climate
used?
How Are Dropout Prevention Strategies Used in This Alternative School?
The alternative school teachers’ responses indicated that the NDPC’s most
effective strategies were evident in this school in different degrees of implementation.
Several classes had student–teacher ratios as low as 1:6. Periodically, the student–teacher
ratio was above 1:10, and four respondents agreed that 1:10 was suitable. Students had a
structured school and structured classrooms. The curriculum framework of the MDE was
used in this alternative school and the regular school, and in some cases, the same lesson
plans were used. Teachers in the alternative school and the regular school collaborated to
help prevent students from falling behind and failing. Through teaching and re-teaching,
the indications are that students were given opportunities to learn required skills during
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their stay at the alternative school. Further, teachers indicated that plans were in place for
behavior modification, with a reference to specific individual behavior interventions.
The NDPC further supports teacher quality as a dropout prevention strategy in the
alternative school. Teachers had varied responses to the issues of professional
development. The indications appear to be that there was some degree of formal and
informal professional development as indicated by the teachers in the alternative school.
However, specific training for teaching in an alternative school may not have been
present.
The school’s culture and climate appeared to be positive as indicated by the
teachers. Student motivation, leadership, governance, and support are included in the
NDPC’s most effective strategies for alternative school. The responses of teachers
confirmed that these strategies were implemented in the alternative school. The students
worked in teams to plan and produce school programs. In an attempt to acquire positive
points in the incentive programs, students served as peer mentors. Teachers indicated that
team work was a major component of the alternative school experience among students,
teachers, administration, parents, counselors, and the school officer. The NDPC supports
teacher commitment. With a resounding voice the teachers responded “100%” on teacher
commitment. Teacher comments included the following: “Yes, this school has the most
hard working dedicated staff I have encountered”; “Yes, I feel all faculty members want
to help the students and provide opportunities for students to be successful”; “Yes, very
much so, they do not want to leave because of the positive impact and feeling of
accomplishment”; and “Yes, 100% committed.” The responses indicated that teachers
were caring and there was a sense of community with a strong sense of pride.
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Alternative Teacher 1
AT1 had a bachelor’s degree in Math and a master’s in Elementary Education.
She had completed 10 years of teaching experience, five of which had been at this
alternative school. AT1 stated that the student–teacher ratio of 1:10 was appropriate, but
has taught 10 or more students in her classes. Her responses were short and vague at
times. She did not appear to be uncomfortable. She mentioned several strategies and
activities used by the school and teachers in an attempt to provide a productive learning
environment. The responses included motivational speakers, plans for the future surveys,
dropout prevention workshops, weekly counseling, anti-bullying programs, student roleplaying sessions before an audience, and incentive programs. She also said the “school is
like family” where students are praised, cared for, and motivated, and the students do not
want to leave. Terms like family, mother figure, providing needed supplies, and personal
attention seemed to define her as a caring committed teacher.
Alternative Teacher 2
AT2 felt that all faculty members wanted the students to succeed and to provide
the opportunities they need to be successful. She was to the point with her responses and
hesitated very little. AT2 had taught 18 years with a degree in Language Arts and was
presently teaching seventh and eighth graders. She had taught 1 year in the alternative
school. This teacher was one of two teachers who indicated they worked with students
with individual intervention plans. She was serving on the Teacher Assistant Team (TST)
for two students who were in the Response to Intervention (RTI) process.
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Alternative Teacher 3
AT3 consented to be interviewed, but response provided limited information. She
held both bachelors and masters degrees in Special Education (SPED). Her teaching
experiences spanned 30 years, with 10 years in this alternative school. This teacher had a
pleasant disposition, but was not forthcoming with detailed information or examples. She
gave several one-word answers. There was a noticeable change in her disposition when
the question of teacher commitment was asked. She simply said, “100 %,” with
emphasis. This teacher with the longest tenure (10 years) in this alternative school had
the least to say about the alternative school strategies.
Alternative Teacher 4
AT4 had 29 years in the teaching profession, which included 2 years at this
alternative school. This teacher indicated that she knew four to six students who dropped
out since she began teaching at this alternative school. She was very open and answered
the questions with ease, giving examples of what she stated. When asked about examples
of commitment by teachers, she gave a list and numbered each one. Her response was,
“This school has the hardest working dedicated staff I have ever encountered. We use
planning periods to help students, keep in touch with parents, sometimes calling to say
how well the students are doing and buying teaching aids and books with our own
money.”
Alternative Teacher 5
AT5 was a male teacher at the alternative school with 10 years of teaching
experience. He had taught at this alternative school 4 1/2 years. He obtained his teaching
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license through the alternate route process. It was very noticeable that he was a little
unconventional. His appearance was not considered inappropriate, but it was very
different. He wore a loose fitting Hawaiian type shirt, kaki cargo shorts, and glove type,
individual toe slot athletic shoes. The décor and furniture in his room was different as
well. The room was equipped with an outdoor patio table and chair set, with an extended
chaise lounge. During the interview process, he was open and answered all questions
with details. His responses reflected a “tell it like it is” air, with no coating of the truth.
Summary of Interviews
Five alternative school teachers consented to be interviewed. The interview
protocol was framed in the context of the NDPC’s 11 most effective strategies for
alternative schools. AT3 was very vague and did not want to answer most of the
questions; the other four teachers were open and willing to give information and share
examples.
Each teacher responded that the NDPC’s teacher–student ratio of 1:10 was
appropriate, with one teacher (AT5) responding that he had too many students last year.
The responses indicated periodical changes from the teacher–student ratio of 1:10.
The curriculum was the same in the alternative school as the regular school, with
collaboration among teachers of all schools as indicated by teachers.
The teacher respondents held a total of four bachelor’s degrees and five master’s
degrees with 90 years of total teaching experience. The teachers were certified and
endorsed in all of the required endorsements to teach in this school. Three teachers
agreed that there was some form of professional development. AT4 noted that there was
informal professional development daily and formal professional development every few
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months. AT1 and AT3 indicated no specific staff development for teachers at the
alternative school.
All teacher respondents indicated that there is a type of incentive program to help
students change negative behavior and increase motivation. SOAR is a school level plan
developed by the principal and the teachers. Some students have behavior intervention
plans as noted by AT2 and 4. All teacher respondents were adamant about the positive,
caring and committed teachers.
Analysis of Archival Data
MDE calculates graduation and dropout counts and rates by tracking cohorts of
students in MSIS. Graduation, completion, and dropout rates estimates are given for the
full cohort of students beginning with the first-time ninth graders (no repeaters) in each
school year.
Table 25 shows dropout information for four cohorts. The information in this
table was retrieved from the MDE data files. Information for individual schools was not
reported for the 2004–2005 cohorts. In Table 25 the four cohorts are depicted in the lefthand columns, and the right-hand columns represent the district’s and the two high
schools’ dropout rates.
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Table 25
District’s and High Schools’ Dropout Rates by Cohorts
4-Year Cohorts
District
High School (1)
High School (2)
2004–2005
18.8
2005–2006
18.6
21.7
17.2
2006–2007
11.5
17.3
8.8
2007–2008
13.9
19.6
11.7
Note: This information was retrieved from the MDE dropout prevention data files (MDE,
2012).
Table 25 shows dropout information for four cohorts (first-time ninth graders).
The dropout rate decreased in both high schools. The difference in the dropout and rates
of the 2005–2006 and 2006–2007 cohorts was 4.4% in high school 1 and 6.4% in high
school 2. The data show an increase in the dropout rate in the 2007–2008 cohorts. Both
schools had a 2–3% increase in the dropout rates. Cohorts in both high schools show a
decrease in the dropout rates for two years. The 2007–2008 cohort dropout rates
increased approximately 3%. Further, high school 1 showed a higher dropout rate in each
of the cohorts depicted in the table than high school 2. In the 2007–2008 cohorts, there
was approximately a 7.9% difference.
Table 26 shows dropout information for four cohorts. The information in this
table was retrieved from the MDE data files. In Table 26 the four cohorts are depicted in
the left-hand columns, and the right-hand columns represent the district’s and the two
high schools’ graduation rates.
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Table 26
District’ and High Schools’ Graduation Rates by Cohorts
4-Year Cohorts
District
High School (1)
High School (2)
2004–2005
74.7
Not available
Not available
2005–2006
71.1
62.4
75.2
2006–2007
77.7
68.1
81.8
2007–2008
77.9
65.8
74.7
Note: This information was retrieved from the MDE dropout prevention data files (MDE,
2012).
Table 26 shows graduations rates for four cohorts from 2004 to 2008. Only
district graduation data were available for cohort 2004–2005. The district’s graduation
rates increased slightly each year except the 2005–2006 cohort. Both high schools show
increases for cohort 2006–2007. However, graduation rates for cohorts 2007–2008
decreased by approximately 2% for high school 1 and approximately 8% for high school
2. The MDE date files show that high school 1 graduation rates are below high school 2
by 13–18 % within three cohort groups.
Summary
This qualitative case study examined teachers’ perspectives on alternative school
strategies in one alternative school. Five teachers participated with consent to be
interviewed using the researcher’s constructed, IRB-approved interview protocol. The
alternative school teacher interview protocol was developed using the NDPC’s 11 most
effective strategies for alternative school as the framing agent. A demographic survey
was administered to gather demographic information on each responding alternative
school teacher. The five teachers interviewed taught at one alternative school.
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From these data, the teaching credentials that include degrees and certification
were very similar. All teachers were certified in the areas in which they taught as required
by MDE. The years of experience varied with a range of 4 to 30 years. The alternative
school teaching experience ranged from1 to 10 years at this one alternative school. The
gender make-up of the teacher respondents included four females and one male. The
ethnicity of the group was one Black and four Whites. All teacher respondents are highly
qualified and taught in their certified areas. This group taught all core subjects except
Science.
How are strategies that build students skills used? The question was answered by
teachers indicating a team approach to facilitate student learning and decrease the likely
hood of students falling behinds during the alternative school stay. Responses included
team planning, the use of the same curriculum frameworks, assessments, and
collaboration between schools. The school’s incentive program SOAR appeared to be a
major strength associated with building student skills as teachers responses indicated
How are strategies that promote teacher quality used? Teachers’ responses were
limited in this area. Four teachers’ responses indicated limited specialized professional
development activities for the alternative school staff. However, teachers strongly
stressed the commitment of teachers to alternative education as an aspect of teacher
quality.
How are strategies that promote a positive school culture and climate used?
Teachers responded that comradery, commitment, and dedication on the part of the staff
influence and promote a positive school culture and climate. Further, teachers indicated a

81

strong sense of caring and teamwork that included students, parents, teachers, and the
administrator.
The primary research question asks how are dropout prevention strategies used in
this alternative school? The teachers’ perspectives indicated the collaboration,
commitment, and teamwork of students, teachers, and administrators are used to prevent
dropouts. The teachers’ use of the same curriculum and assessments reduces the risk of
students falling behind during their stay in the alternative school. And the strongest
strategy as a deterrents to students dropping out as perceived by the alternative school
teachers is a committed staff and a the sense of caring and belonging fostered in this
alternative school. All of the teachers referenced SOAR several times during the
interviews as being one of the most effective strategies implemented in the alternative
school.
The alternative school teacher respondents indicated the presence of all the
NDPC’s 11 most effective strategies for alternative schools. However, the degree to
which these strategies were implemented was diverse among the respondents. The one
strategy that respondents agreed was not present to a strong degree was specialized
professional development activities provided to teachers at the alternative school.
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CHAPTER V
SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction
The qualitative case study examined one alternative school in one school district.
The primary research question asked how dropout prevention strategies are used in this
alternative school. An IRB-approved interview protocol, which was developed using the
NDPC’s most effective strategies for alternative schools to decrease dropout and increase
graduation rates, was used to gain the perspective of alternative school teachers.
Summary
The MDE Dropout Prevention Plan 2007–2019 is currently being implemented
across the state. The goal of the plan is to increase Mississippi’s graduation rate to 85%
by 2018–2019. In Mississippi, the 2010 dropout rate was estimated at 25%. The district
where the study was conducted had a dropout rate of 11.5% (MDE, 2010). The
alternative school program is one of the major initiatives in the state’s dropout prevention
plan.
Each district in the state of Mississippi designs, establishes, and operates an
alternative school program or a behavior modification program in connection with the
regular school program (MDE, 2007). There is no formal comprehensive accountability
assessment system in place for the alternative schools that are considered in-district
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alternative schools. Alternative schools considered as stand-along alternative schools
receive accountability data as the regular districts and schools. The state and district
assessment data (Subject Area Testing Program and Mississippi Curriculum Test 2
scores, graduation rates, dropout rates) are reported for the district as a whole and each
individual school in the district (except the alternative and the primary [K–2] school).
The Ninth Grade Academy and alternative school students’ scores are calculated with
regular schools (MAARS, 2010). At present the school does not tract students who
attended the alternative school to determine dropout rates or graduation rates. However,
MDE requires districts to complete a checklist of required alternative school
requirements annually, completed by the building administration (MDE, 2012).
Acker (2007) suggested that not enough is known about the effectiveness of
alternative educational programs to provide a clear picture of which is best or about the
long-term effectiveness of the treatment. Furthermore, researchers have not reached a
consensus about which youth are best served by each model of alternative education.
However, teachers’ responses in this study indicated 8 of the NDPC’s 11 most effective
strategies for alternative school to decrease the dropout rate and increase the graduation
rates were implemented in this one alternative school.
Discussion of Results
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to understand teachers’ perceptions
of the dropout prevention strategies used in one alternative school. Further, this study
sought to describe how the teachers perceived the dropout prevention strategies used to
decrease the dropout rates and increase the graduation rates of typically excluded
students. The NDPC’s 11 most effective strategies for alternative schools to reduce the
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dropout rate and increase the graduation rate served as the theoretical lens from which to
extract the alternative school teachers’ perspectives.
The study examined teachers’ perspectives on alternative school strategies in one
alternative school. The study followed a case study research design. The study asked the
following question: How are dropout prevention strategies used in this alternative school?
Five teachers from this alternative school consented to be interviewed using an
interview protocol that consisted of questions pertaining to the NDPC’s most effective
strategies for alternative schools. Teachers were asked to give their perspectives of the
alternative school in three areas: building student skills, teacher quality, and positive
school culture and climate. Existing data were examined to determine accuracy of
teaching credentials and professional development plans, student’s interventions, and
behavior management plans.
Results of the study showed that alternative school teachers did not receive
specialized staff development to teach at this alternative school as perceived by the
teachers. Existing data reveal profession development plans and activities were available
for all teachers in the district. Examination of plans for a 3-year period showed only one
professional development session designed specifically for the alternative school.
However, all of the teachers were provided formal and informal professional
development during the school year. Further, the alternative school had an individual
school-level professional development plan as do all the regular schools. The extent to
which these plans address specific professional development for teachers teaching in
alternative school is uncertain at this time. Teachers perceived the alternative school to
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have a very positive school cultural and climate. Teachers’ commitment was considered
to be at the highest level.
The primary research question asked how dropout prevention strategies are used
in this alternative school. The teacher respondents perceived little or no specialized
professional development for the teachers in the alternative school. The perceived
teacher–student ratios are in line with the NDPC’s teacher–student ratio of 1:10. The
strongest areas of perceived strategies in the alternative school were the positive school
culture and climate and teacher quality.
Research Question 1 How are the strategies that build students skills used?
The alternative school teachers were highly qualified. The low teacher–student
ratios in classes provided more targeted student assistance. The use of state curriculum
frameworks, district objectives and pacing guides, and some of the same tests as the
regular school, along with collaboration between schools, limited the likelihood of
students falling behind regular school classmates. The behavior management strategies,
incentive programs, interventions, and student governance all served to provide a highly
structured and safe environment.
Research Question 2 How are the strategies to promote teacher quality used?
The alternative school teachers were highly qualified, holding degrees and
certifications in all the required courses as determined by MDE. Their teaching
experience spanned 4 to 30 years. Specific professional development for teaching in the
alternative school as perceived by the teacher respondents was almost nonexistent.
However, there were clearly some forms of professional development at the local and
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district levels. The strongest of teachers’ perceptions were of teachers’ caring and
commitment to this alternative school.
Research Question 3 How are the strategies that promote a positive school culture
and climate used?
The alternative school teachers’ perspectives on the culture and climate of the
school were all positive. The teachers’ responses indicated an atmosphere of caring,
camaraderie among teachers, and commitment by teachers. The school and staff were
perceived to be providing a positive, supportive environment for students with
opportunities for success. All the teachers indicated the incentive programs, speakers,
counselors, school officer, parents, and teamwork as supports for a positive school
environment. The NDPC’s most effective strategies for alternative schools that address
school culture and climate were evident in this school as perceived by the responding
teachers.
Results of the examination of archival data files revealed that dropout rates in this
district have decreased over time with a slight increase in one cohort. The graduation
rates show increases with a decrease in graduation rates in the 2007–2008 cohort. There
was a noticeable difference in the dropout rates between the two high schools. One
showed a considerable increase in graduation rates compared to the other school.
The responses of teachers in this study indicated an environment that was
conductive to learning. The teachers’ responses strongly support eight of the NDPC’s 11
most effective strategies for alternative schools. The time students spend in this
alternative school does not impede the learning process or the path to graduation as
indicated by teachers. However, the teachers’ perceptions alone cannot determine if any
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student was influenced to drop out or influenced not to drop out. Further examination of
students who dropped out of school after attending this alternative school may be a topic
for more study.
Limitations
This study relied on qualitative methods that had limitations. While the researcher
employed procedures to reduce limitations, the following existed:
1. Ethnic and gender diversity among the participants was restricted. Among the
5 alternative school teachers, there were 1 White male, 1 Black female, and 3
White females.
2. This alternative school has 15 teachers. Among the 15 teachers there were 2
Black males, 7 Black females 3 White males, and 3 white females. Five of the
teachers consented to be interviewed for this study. Ten teachers refused to be
interviewed for this study after repeated requests.
Although the stated limitations exist, this study provides insight into the
alternative program and the implementation of the NDPC’s 11 most effective strategies
for alternative school from a teacher perspective. This study could possibly serve as a
springboard to other studies that utilize a larger number of teacher participants.
General Recommendations
Educational Leader and Policy Makers
No Child Left Behind requires all states to have an accountability plan.
Professional development plans are available, but what role does the alternative school
play in the larger picture? The regular schools are rated and given grades to indicate their
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progress in educating K–12 children of the state. However, this alternative school is not
evaluated or rated. Where is the accountability of schools and districts for students
attending these schools? It is recommended that the accountability system of the state
and district include a component that tracks students who have attended alternative
school for dropout and graduation purposes.
Recommendation for Future Research
Further investigation utilizing a larger participant group may provide insight into
the alternative school effects on students who have attended the alternative school and
dropped out or have attended and remained in school. Additional research may also
enlighten educators on practices that have proven successful for alternative schools to
maximize success before and after returning to the regular school setting. Additionally,
research in the area of targeted professional development for teachers in alternative
school has to receive serious consideration. Further, perspectives of students who have
attended the alternative school and dropped out and students who attended the alternative
school and remained in school could possibly provide a different evaluation of the
comprehension of alternative education. Also, the differences in the dropout rates and
graduation rates could possibly deserve further investigation
Implication of the Study
This study examined dropout prevention strategies in one alternative school
through the voices of teachers. Teachers’ responses indicated a need to examine the
professional development activities provided to teachers in the alternative school. The
district and school leaders must understand and be aware of the professional development
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needs of alternative school teachers. NDPC (2007, 2010) supports specialized innovated
targeted training and techniques for alternative school teachers.
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June 22, 2012

Linda Laws
1010 Tom Collins Road
Utica, MS 39175

RE: IRB Study #12-149: An Investigation of One Alternative School

Dear Ms. Laws:

This email serves as official documentation that the above referenced project was
reviewed and approved via administrative review on 6/22/2012 in accordance with 45
CFR 46.101(b)(1). Continuing review is not necessary for this project. However, any
modification to the project must be reviewed and approved by the IRB prior to
implementation. Any failure to adhere to the approved protocol could result in suspension
or termination of your project. The IRB reserves the right, at anytime during the project
period, to observe you and the additional researchers on this project.

Please note that the MSU IRB is in the process of seeking accreditation for our
human subjects protection program. As a result of these efforts, you will likely
notice many changes in the IRB's policies and! procedures in the coming months.
These changes will be posted online at http://www.orc.msstate.edu/human/aahrpp.php.
The first of these changes is the implementation of an approval stamp for consent
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forms. The approval stamp will assist in ensuring the IRB approved version of the
consent form is used in the actual conduct of research. Your stamped consent form
will be attached in a separate email. You must use copies of the stamped consent
form for obtaining consent from participants.

Please refer to your IRB number (#12-149) when contacting our office regarding this
application.

Thank you for your cooperation and good luck to you in conducting this research project.
If you have questions or concerns, please contact me at nmorse@research.msstate.edu or
call 662-325-3994. In addition, we would greatly appreciate your feedback on the IRB
approval process. Please take a few minutes to complete our survey at
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/YZC! 7QQD.

Sincerely,

Nicole Morse
Assistant Compliance Administrator

cc
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Informed Consent Form

Researcher Name: Linda K. Laws
Address: 1010 Tom Collins Rd, Utica, MS
Phone: 601-885-8008

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study, which will take place during
the month of___________. This form outlines the purposes of the study and provides a
description of your involvement and rights as a participant. The purpose of this project is
to understand the strategies used in an alternative school to decrease the dropout rates and
increase the graduation rates of excluded students. This investigation could possibly give
voice to a group that has been disenfranchised over the years, thus providing literature
that may be valuable in affecting policy changes, further increasing student achievement,
and decreasing the dropout rate.
The methods to be used to collect information for this study are explained below:






Participants will be asked to answer open-ended questions pertain alternative
school practices that focus on building student skills, teacher quality, and
school culture and climate issues to decrease school drop out. A standardized
interview protocol will be used.
You are encouraged to ask any questions at any time about the nature of the
study and the methods that I am using. Your suggestions and concerns are
important to me; please contact me at any time at the address/phone number
listed above.
I will use the information from this study to write a case report about you (the
respondent). This report will be read by you, the course instructors, and,
optionally, by one other person if you give permission in order to check on the
accuracy of the report.
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Informed Consent Form
Page 2
I guarantee that the following conditions will be met:






Your name will not be used at any point of information collection, nor in the
written case report; instead, you, any other person, and place names involved
in the case will be given pseudonyms that will be used in all verbal and
written records and reports.
If you grant permission for audiotaping, no audiotapes will be used for any
purpose other than to do this study. They will not be played for any reason
other than to do this study. These tapes will be destroyed on completion of
this study.
Your participation in this research is voluntary; you have the right to withdraw
at any point of the study, for any reason, and without any prejudice, and the
information collected and records and reports written will be destroyed.

Do you grant permission to be quoted directly?

Yes___

No___

Do you grant permission to be audiotaped?

Yes___

No___

I agree to the terms:
Respondent________________________________________Date____________

I agree to the terms:
Researcher________________________________________Date_____________
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Interview Protocol for Teachers in the Alternative School

Warm up Questions
(Do you know of any students that attended the alternative school that dropped
out of school?)
(If yes can you describe the reasons why?)

RQ1 How are the strategies that build students’ skills used?
What is the teacher to student ratio in the school?
(How many students are in your classes?)
(Do you think these numbers are appropriate for students in alternative school?)
What highly structured school and classroom practices used in this school?
(Can you describe some of the highly structured practices used in the alternative
school to help the students stay in school?
What behavior management practices are used in the alternative school that will
help the students stay in school?
(To what extent is a school violent prevention plan used in the classrooms and
school?)
Does the alternative school use individual behavior interventions for the
students?
(If yes, can you describe the plan used to help students with behavior
management?)
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Are Flexibility and autonomy in terms of schedules, school day, and interventions
used in this school?
(Can you describe any of these strategies?)
What attempts are made to build student confidence and dignity?
(Can you describe how the school helps the students build confidence and dignity
in them?)
Is there any peer mentoring, public speaking, or student governance?
(Can you describe activities that involve mentoring, public speaking, or student’s
governance?
(To what extent is the student receiving the same course work as students in the
home schools?)
Are social skills taught at this school?
(Can you describe some of the social skills instruction in this school?)
RQ2 How are the strategies that promote teacher quality used?
Is there specialized staff development in the alternative school?
(Do you receive special training to teach at the alternative school?)
(If yes can you describe some of that training?)
What attempts are made to help students change negative behavior patterns
(conflict resolution, comprehensive curriculum, problem solving, teamwork, or selfsufficiency skills?)
(Can you describe some of the effective strategies used in the alternative school to
help students?)
(How involved are you in developing the interventions for students?)
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(Can you describe how parents, teachers, and administrators help develop the
interventions for students?)
RQ3 How are the strategies to promote a positive school culture and climate
used?
Is there a strong sense of community and belonging fostered and developed by the
school?
(How does the school help the students feel comfortable in the school?)
Is there a clear reason for existing in this school?
(Do you understand the reason why this school exists?)
(Do you think the students are capable of learning at this school?
Is there a caring faculty committed to alternative education?
(To what extent do you think teacher are committed to teaching students at this
alternative school)?
(Can you describe some examples of caring teachers?)
(Can you describe some examples of commitment by teachers?)
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Demographic Survey of Alternative School Teachers

Direction: Please respond to all questions that apply to you.

1. In what year did you graduate? _______________________________________
Bachelor Degree and area of certification
______________________________
Master Degree and area of certification
________________________________
Specialist Degree and area of certification
______________________________
Doctoral Degree and area of certification
____________________________

2. How many years have you taught? ____________________________________
3. What grades have you taught? _______________________________________
4. What subjects do you teach? _________________________________________
5. What grade or grades do you teach? __________________________________
6. Did you enter teaching through the alternate route process? _______________
7. Do you have certification in the areas you are teaching this year? ____________
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8. How many years have you taught in an alternative school? ________
9. How many years have you taught in this school? _________________________
10. How many classes have you taken to learn about teaching students with behavior
problems? ________________________________________________
11. How many professional developments sessions have you participated in that
focused on teaching students in an alternative school? ________
12. How many students that you’ve taught at this school dropped out?
_____________________
13. What is your ethnicity?
African American____________________________________________
Caucasian __________________________________________________
Hispanic___________________________________________________
Others_____________________________________________________
Thank you for your assistance.
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